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THE FIRST BIOGRAPHY OF THE BOID, 


PRINCIPLED. AND FIERCELY INDEPENDENT 
WOMAN WHO DEFIED CONVENTION TO 
MAKE HER OWN MARK ON THE WORLD 

Eslanda "Essie" Cardozo Goode Robeson lived 
a colorful and omazing life. Her career and 
commitments took her many places: colonial 
Africa in 1936, the front lines of the Spanish 
Civil War, the founding meeting of the United 
Nations, Nazi-occupied Berlin, Stalin's Russia, 
and China two months after Mao's revolution. 
She was a woman of unusual accomplish¬ 
ment—an anthropologist, a prolific journalist, 
a tireless advocate of women's rights, an out¬ 
spoken anticolonial and antiracist activist, and 
an internationally sought-after speaker. Yet his¬ 
torians for the most part have confined Essie to 
the role of Mrs. Paul Robeson, o wife hidden in 
the large shadow cast by her famous husband. 
In this masterful book, biographer Barbara 
Ransby refocuses attention on Essie, one of the 
most important and fascinating block women of 
the twentieth century. 

Chronicling Essie’s eventful life, the book ex¬ 
plores her influence on her husband's early 
career and how she later ochieved her own 
unique political voice. Essie's friendships with a 
host of literary icons and world leaders, her re¬ 
nown as a fierce defender of justice, her defiant 
testimony before Senator Joseph McCarthy's 
infamous anticommunist committee, and her 
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INTRODUCTION 


At a time when most Black women suffered painfully circumscribed 
lives, Eslanda (Essie) Cardozo Goode Robeson enjoyed enormous mo¬ 
bility, even if this mobility was conditional, rife with contradictions, 
and sometimes costly. For most of her adult life, Essie was a traveler, 
both literally and metaphorically. She transcended class and cultural 
boundaries anti crossed international borders; she conversed in mul¬ 
tiple languages and traveled to nearly every corner of the globe. Essie 
Robeson’s story is about one woman's journey across the vast and vola¬ 
tile landscape of twentieth-century world politics and culture, how that 
landscape looked to her, and how it changed beneath her feet. It is also 
a chronicle of love and loss, of grand ideals and unyielding principles, 
of loyalty and betrayal, of resilience and survival. It is the story of a 
woman grappling with how to make her mark in a rapidly changing 
world, 3nd of how she herself changed in the process. But it is not a sin¬ 
gular story. It is a story of a marriage and a partnership that was fraught 
w ith complications, but w hich ultimately endured. And it is a story that 
reflects the embeddedness of Essie Robeson's life in the major global 
struggles of her time. 

Essie Robeson’s life was set against the backdrop of the Harlem Re¬ 
naissance, World War II. the Cold War, African decolonization, and 
the early rumblings of the U.S. Black Freedom movement. She wit¬ 
nessed, engaged in. and w as shaped by these historic events. While she 
may have been best known for her marriage to world-famous artist and 
activist Paul Robeson, Essie was an independent and accomplished trail- 
blazer in her own right; an anthropologist, an outspoken anti-colonial 
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and anti-racist activist, a strong advocate for women's leadership, and a 
prolific writer and sought-after public speaker. 

College educated when most Black women were working as domes¬ 
tics, Essie in the 1920s became the first Black woman chemist to work 
in a pathology laboratory at Columbia Presbyterian 1 iospital in New 
York City, and the first Black woman to head such a unit. In the 1930s, 
she studied with renowned anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski at 
the London School of Economics and later pursued a Ph.D. in an¬ 
thropology. She published three books, one of which was co-authored 
with the Nobel Prize-winning China scholar Pearl Buck. For nearly 
twenty years, she worked as a freelance journalist, a U.N. correspon¬ 
dent, and a writer, analyzing international atfairs and domestic politics. 
She wrote hundreds of essays and articles and delivered hundreds oi lec¬ 
tures throughout the United States and around the world in which she 
spoke out against racism and injustice. By the 1940s, she had become 
an outspoken and uncompromising voice for a range of progressive and 
left-wing causes, most notably independence tor African nations still 
suffering under colonial rule. She publicly allied herself with militant 
anti-colonial campaigns, and with the world communist movement, at 
a time when such stances were both controversial and dangerous. 

“There’s nothing like a trip to get your mind wandering,” Essie Robe¬ 
son once wrote in a meandering essay about travel and self-discovery. 1 
And wander she did. She set foot in nearly forty countries on five con¬ 
tinents between 1930 and i960. For Essie, the journey was as important 
as the destination. She relished “the thrill when the plane revved up, 
gathered speed, and then was airborne." The unease and uncertainty 
were inseparable from the excitement. “You arc most certainly on a 
magic carpet," she once enthused to a fellow passenger who was fly¬ 
ing for the first time.' Essie explored such far-flung places as Beijing, 
Moscow, Capetown. Mexico City. Sydney, and Brazzaville, and lived 
overseas for extended periods of time. She trudged through the Itun 
Rainforest, visited the front lines of the Spanish Civil War, and took a 
ten-day boat trek down the crocodile-infested Congo River. 

1 low was Essie able to move with such fluidity and fearlessness across 
cultural and political divides, as well as international time zones? What 
“set her flowin'" (as literary critic Farah Jasmine Grilfin might ask).' In 
her early travels, Essie was searching. Sometimes she roamed for per¬ 
sonal reasons, other times she had political and professional goals in 
mind. She traveled in search of grand adventures and new challenges, 
and sometimes to seek refuge from the debilitating racism in the United 
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States that stunted her personal and professional aspirations. Essie 
moved through the world with courage, curiosity, ambition, a keen eye. 
and an open mind. She was never a disinterested spectator or a voy¬ 
eur; she was an itinerant traveler but never a tourist. Later in life her 
travels were driven by her intellectual and political interests and com¬ 
mitments. As a writer and anthropologist. Essie sought to connect w ith 
and understand the cultures of people whom she encountered across the 
globe, and she felt particular empathy for those living under the yoke of 
colonialism and oppression, from the Maori people of New Zealand to 
the multi-ethnic Black working class of South Africa. 

Over time. Essie became an ally and advocate for the oppressed ami 
disenfranchised. She left the United States for London in 1928 with 
limited ideas of what the Black experience meant beyond the US. bor¬ 
ders. and w ith her political views still in formation. She returned nearly 
twelve years later w ith not only a richer understanding of the African 
Diaspora and the world, but also a deep appreciation for the limits of 
capitalism anil the dangers of fascism and colonialism. 

Essie was born on December 15, 1895. a year before the historic 
Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court decision that inscribed Jim Crow seg¬ 
regation as federal law.* Her middle-class family, based in Washing¬ 
ton, DC., was defined by both privilege and struggle. Essie’s maternal 
grandfather was a famed Reconstruction-era politician, and Essie was 

! a distant relative of U.S. Supreme Court Justice Benjamin Cardozo. 4 
Her father was a federal government employee w ith a law degree from 
Howard University. 

Essie’s family fortunes changed irrevocably when, on January 23, 
1901. her father died suddenly at the age of thirty-nine.* Essie was 
only five years old. and the tragedy meant that her mother had to raise- 
three young children on her own. Supporting the family by working 
as a beautician and entrepreneur, Essie’s mother, also named Eslanda, 
moved to New York City soon after her husband's death, and it is there 
that Essie and her brothers spent most of their childhood. She and her 
mother later moved to Chicago, w here Essie finished high school and 
enrolled in the University of Illinois on scholarship. During her third 
year, she transferred to Columbia University’s Teachers College in New 
York City, a move that would change her life in immeasurable w ays. 6 

Essie met Paul Robeson in New York in 1919. in 1920 she fell in love 
with him. and in 1921 they married. Paul went on to become an inter¬ 
nationally acclaimed actor, singer, artist, and beloved icon of both the 
Black American freedom movement and the worldwide anti-colonial 
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and communist movements. With Essie as his business manager and the 
architect of his early career, Paul became perhaps the best-known Black 
artist of his generation. Widely celebrated, he performed regularly on 
the stages of New York, London, and Paris, and Essie often traveled 
with him. 

A fiercely independent woman with savvy, determination, and 
smarts Essie was a ubiquitous figure in international arts circles during 
the .920s, 1930s, and « 94 os. She developed personal and professional 
relationships with a wide variety of writers, performers, producers, 
and patrons. Her correspondence and appointment books included a 
who’s who of the theater and literary world of the early 1900s: Coun- 
tee Cullen, Langston Hughes. Carl Van Vechten. Zora Neale Hurston, 
Noel Coward. Eugene (Weill, Virginia Woolf, and more. By the early 
1940s, she had found her political voice and, along with Paul, became an 
unwavering advocate for racial justice in the United States and lor free¬ 
dom and self-determination globally. Essie and Paul enjoyed an eclec¬ 
tic group of friends and associates whose political affiliations ranged 
from the National Association for the Advancement oi Colored People 

(NAACP) to communist parties around the world. 

Three sets of experiences in the 1930s profoundly influenced Essie s 
life and worldview. One was her 1934 trip to the Soviet Union, where 
she and Paul got a glimpse of a predominately white society where offi¬ 
cial state policy stood in opposition to racism and colonialism. I ler 
second life-altering experience occurred in 1936. when she spent three 
months living and traveling in South Africa and Uganda, supplemented 
a decade later by travels in the Congo. Her time in Africa represented 
an intensive political education for Essie, who saw up close the ugly 
realities of colonialism and the complex and hopeful face of African re¬ 
sistance. Essie made three trips to sub-Saharan Africa: to South Africa 
and Uganda in 1936, to Congo in 1946, and to Ghana in 1958. And 
the final set of pivotal experiences occurred during Essie’s twelve years 
in London and Europe, where she enjoved a rich and stimulating cul¬ 
tural and intellectual environment. The “Blacks’* (Jomo Kenyatta, Ko,o 
Touvalou Houenou. and dozens of African students), “Browns’ (Jawa- 
harlal Nehru, Vijava Lakshmi Pandit, and Cheddi Jagan), and a lew 
“reds" (most notably Emma Goldman) formed Essie’s intellectual com¬ 
munity and profoundly influenced her evolving sense of politics and the 
world. 

In the 1940s, along with VV. E. B. Du Bois, Max Yergan, and Paul 
Robeson, Essie became an important contributor to the Council on 
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African Affairs (CAA), a prominent anti-coionial organization. In 1945, 
she was an unofficial CAA delegate to the founding convention of the 
United Nations in San Francisco. Her identity, which was grounded in 
the Black American and global Black experiences, led her to side w ith 
the dow ntrodden and oppressed of the world, whatever their color, as 
well as with communist ideals and leftist movements because in her 
eyes they represented hope for the future. In the 1950s, Essie worked 
as a writer for Afar World Retire?, covering the United Nations, and 
eventually became the publications editorial consultant on Negro and 
colonial issues.' She also contributed to numerous African American 
new spapers, including the Afro-American, the Amsterdam News, and the 
Pittsburgh Courier. And she contributed articles to the Daily Worker, the 
US. Communist Party’s newspaper, as well as Claude Barnet's Asso¬ 
ciated Negro Press, a more mainstream Black news service. Essie was 
a sought-after public speaker in the 1940s and 1950s, giving lectures to 
sororities, church groups, labor unions, civic associations, and political 
organizations. In 1948 she joined the newly formed Progressive Party; 
toureil the country with its political candidate, Henry Wallace; and ran 
for office twice on the party's antiwar ticket. 

Throughout the Cold War years, the Rol>csons refused to renounce 
either their radical friends or their ow n radical ideas, even when it would 
have been convenient and expedient to do so." They also refused to be 
silent about the persistent scourge of American racism. As a result, they 
were targeted as subversives by their own government, spied on by the 
FBI, blacklisted by the U.S. State Department, and, in 1950, had their 
passports confiscated, which dealt Paul’s career a severe blow, slashed 
their income dramatically, and turned their lives upside down. 

In 1953, Essie Robeson appeared as an uncooperative witness in front 
of Senator Joseph McCarthy's infamous anti-communist committee, 
which had been set up to root out alleged communist sympathizers 
from the government, arts, and public life. Far from being intimidated. 
Essie used her highly publicized testimony to challenge the credibility 
of the committee itself and to indict its conveners on the grounds of 
racism and repression. 0 When their passports were returned in 1958, 
Essie and Paul relocated overseas, spending time in England and the 
Soviet Union, but retaining a residence in Harlem. They returned to 
the States in 1963. 

With his bass-baritone voice, towering frame, powerful intellect, and 
irrepressible charm, Paul Robeson cast a large and imposing shadow. 
He was, in many ways, the most influential person in Essie's life. He 
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was her first love, the father of her only child, an artistic genius whom 
she greatly admired, and a hero in the struggles for peace and freedom 
that'shc ardently supported. Her identity as Mrs. Paul Robeson was ex¬ 
tremely important to her. That title gave her access to otherw ise un¬ 
reachable people and places and honored her role in their partnership. 
Whatever it meant to “be- Paul Robeson. Essie felt she had had a hand 
in creating that status. Incredibly, even as she defended, supported, pro¬ 
moted, and advanced Paul’s interests and career for over four decades, 
she never lost herself. She did not see herself as an appendage of Paul, 
but rather recognized that her privileged position in his circle enabled 
her to amplify her own creative voice and later, promote her vision for a 
different kind of world. Over time, she forged her own career, made her 
own friends, and reached an unconventional marital accord-all while- 
remaining steadfastly devoted to Paul. 

For most of their forty-four-year partnership. Paul had romantic re¬ 
lationships and long-term affairs with other women, some of whom 
were married themselves and some of whom Essie knew and be¬ 
friended. As is clear from her diaries. Essie was aware of Paul’s infi¬ 
delities anil alternately tolerated, protested, and ignored them. At one 
critical point in 1952. their eleven-year marriage teetered on the brink 
of divorce. They eventually overcame that obstacle and settled into an 
open marriage of sorts, with Paul pursuing other intimate relationships 
and Essie, on occasion, doing the same. The marriage survived because 
there were ties between them more enduring than sexual attraction and 
more fundamental than a marital contract: friendship, respect, com¬ 
mitment, and intellectual camaraderie. Later there would be political 
camaraderie as well. 

As complicated as her private life may have been at times. Essie man¬ 
aged to maintain an outward focus. She traveled frequently, crossing the 
Atlantic at least thirty times over the course of her life and document¬ 
ing her experiences in her diaries, spiral notebooks, fine leather jour¬ 
nals. and even on makeshift scraps of neatly labeled paper. She may ini¬ 
tially have traveled out of curiosity or to bask in her beloved husband s 
fame, but later she traveled to enact her principles and bear witness to 
injustice. Along the way, she saw history unfold: fascism emerged, colo¬ 
nialism eroded, socialism arose, and empires unraveled. 

Essie visited countries in transition, those engaged in civil w ar. so¬ 
cialist, or communist experiments or postcolonial nation-building. 
She went to the newly independent Ghana, war-tom Spain, post¬ 
revolutionary China, and the Soviet Union. Her support of the Soviet 
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L nion was the most controversial of her political associations, given its 
Cold War rivalry with the United States after World War II. But the 
Robesons had a special attachment to the country and its people that 
lasted to the end of their lives. Many Black American supporters of the 
Soviet Union in the 1930s and 1940s felt that a strong Kremlin was a 
necessary bulwark against Western imperialism and white supremacist 
practices, especially as the prospect of decolonization loomed large. 10 
Despite the problems and contradictions in the Soviet system, Essie felt 
that it was important to offer her support, not only because of her anti¬ 
racist and anti-colonial views, but also because of her growing sympa¬ 
thy with the plight of poor and working-class people of all races. Many 
later broke with the Soviet Union over Stalin's dictatorial policies and 
purges. But for complicated reasons, some of them still unclear, the 
Robesons never did. 

Many historians, including Paul Gilroy. Dayo Gore, Brenda Gayle 
Plummer, Gerald Horne, Robin D. G. Kelley, Nikhil Singh, Carol 
Anderson, and Penny Von Eschen, have written about how certain 
African Americans helped to internationalize Black American poli¬ 
tics and identity through their travels, writings, migrations, social net¬ 
works, and political affiliations. Essie Robeson was one such figure. In 
September 1943, she wrote of her international views and identity: “In 
my travels about the world 1 have come to realize that we are not only 
lumped together as Negroes, 13 million of us, we arc lumped together, 
in the world view, as Colored Peoples. . . . Whether we want to be or 
not, you and 1 are not only brothers and sisters in our little American 
Negro family, we arc also fellow members in the very big family of 
Colored Peoples." 11 She increasingly viewed herself as a part of a “world 
family" as well as an African Diasporic and Third World family. 

In fact, while much of the discussion of the Robesons' global politics 
in the postwar years focuses on the politics of East versus West, a more 
careful look at Essie's writings, speeches, and activism forces us to shift 
our attention from the Soviet Union to the growing sense of commu¬ 
nity and solidarity that was being forged in the global South. Essie’s 
strong ties to and interest in India and the Cariblican were superseded 
only by her deep and abiding passion for, and commitment to, the cause 
ot African freedom and liberation. Through her three significant visits 
to western, southern, and central Africa, Essie developed some endur¬ 
ing relationships on the continent, furthered her understanding of its 
complex political landscape, and deepened her Pan-Africanist views. 12 

No matter how far from home Essie's journeys took her. she always 
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found her way back to New York City and to Harlem. She felt a sense 
of comfort and place there that eluded her in Europe. Russia, and even 
Africa. Upon her return to the United States. Essie was often overcome 
with a sense of reassurance and affirmation. In her words, “When the 
ship enters New York harbor, I am excited." When “the ship begins 
slowly to come to berth against one of the largest piers in the world, 
and gradually in the smiling, shouting and waiting people, the face of 
John and Frank, my brothers, of Minnie Sumner, Corrine Cook, Buddy 
Bolling come into focus, my gates are open and I am overwhelmed w ith 
a grand feeling that I am home again.” 1 * 

The following chapters chronicle Essie Robeson’s life, although 
not always in a perfectly neat timeline, in part because the overlap¬ 
ping themes, patterns, and ideas that stretch across multiple decades 
sometimes need to be discussed together, and in part because not every 
year in Essie’s life was equally eventful or equally well documented. 
Overall, however, Essie Robeson lived what biographers call a well- 
preserved life. She made sure of it. She marked her journey, maintained 
and saved voluminous correspondence and news clippings, published 
her thoughts and ideas as widely as she could, and saved many of her 
public speeches and private diaries. To his enormous credit, Essie’s son, 
Paul Jr., a researcher and biographer in his own right, and his wife, 
Marilyn Robeson, have devoted untold hours and resources to pre¬ 
serving the historical record of the lives of Essie and Paul Robeson. 
Therefore I had a wealth of material to draw on: the Paul and Eslanda 
Robeson Collection at the Moorland-Spingam Manuscript Collection, 
Howard University (which includes many of the powerful and reveal¬ 
ing photographic images that I have used to help tell Essie’s story), and 
the smaller and overlapping Robeson collection, mainly on microfilm, 
at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in New York 
City. But the primary sources do not stop there. Essie lived a dynamic 
and engaged life and she was constantly on the move, with friendships 
that stretched from Delhi to London to \ccr3 to Harlem. Her way 
of keeping in touch was to write, and thus there is a treasure trove of 
letters scattered around the globe that document and map Essie's po¬ 
litical and social networks and relationships. There are also interna¬ 
tional archives that have offered me a window into Essie’s world: the 
Robeson Collection at the Akademie der Kunste in Berlin, the Emma 
Goldman Papers in Amsterdam, the Nehru Archives in Delhi, and the 
A. B. Xuma Papers in Johannesburg. Finally, through their painstak¬ 
ingly detailed documentation of Paul's life, his two principal biogra- 
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phers—Martin Duberman in his more than seven-hundred-page tome 
published in 1988, and Paul Robeson Jr. in his subsequent two-volume 
portrait of his father—have offered a partial but substantial roadmap to 
Essie’s life. Both biographers rely heavily on the material that Essie had 
preserved and the diaries and papers that she left behind. 

Still, for me. the story becomes most interesting when we travel off 
the beaten path. Essie’s journey is perhaps most exciting, and most tell¬ 
ing. when she is on her own —in Paris in the summer of 1932 meeting 
an array of extraordinary and colorful characters; in South Africa and 
Uganda in 19}6 where her real passion for Africa and politics were ig¬ 
nited; and in the Congo in 1946. intemew'ing an eclectic group of Afri¬ 
cans and then making her way down the Congo River in the fierce heat 
and rain. 

In the following pages I w ill privilege Essie’s own words in retelling 
her story, largely because she was such a talented and underappreciated 
writer and she can. in many instances, write for herself better than 1 can 

I paraphrase her ideas. I will also rely on Essie's w ritings, published and 
unpublished, because uh> few of them ever reached a wide audience. 
Her correspondence alone deserves an edited volume, and her many 
novels and plays that publishers rejected for a variety of reasons (some 
fair, some unfair) tell yet another story. 

But even though I have foregrounded Essie's own articulated views, 
and situated her in a w ider world, I understand that I still have another 
job to do. And that is to add myself to the mix (however humbly). This 
happens whether we biographers admit to it or not. so I admit it: this 
story is also in part alnnit me. It is biased in favor of mv curiosities 
and questions, my passions and predilections, and it is subject to my 
judgment calls and assessments of what matters and what does not. In 
a sense, for every page written there is another page that could have 
been written, with details and caveats added, or with simply a view of 
the same moment captured through a different lens. But I have made- 
choices. And one of these was not to create a mammoth text that at¬ 
tempts to transcribe Essie Robeson's life, but rather to offer a narrated 
and annotated chronicle punctuated w ith observations and analyses. In 
the end, I hope the story I have crafted is a fair and honest portrait of 
an amazing, talented, tough, and complex woman. 

I should also underscore the obvious, that this is not another biogra¬ 
phy of Paul Robeson. Many people I hare talked to over the years about 
this project start off talking about Essie, but in five minutes end up ask¬ 
ing, telling, or theorizing about Paul. Enough of that. There are already 
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two very fine biographies of Essie’s “fabulously talented" and “terrifi¬ 
cally brave" husband, and many more articles, book chapters, smaller 
biographical portraits, and even childrens books about him. So even 
though I, like many others, was captivated by Paul long before 1 ever 
got to know Essie, this is her story, and Paul is a supporting actor in it. 

What follows, then, are fourteen chapters arranged in general 
chronological order. Chapter i skims the surface of Essie’s youth and 
family history, offering what little is known about this period. Chapters 
2 through 5 give the highlights of Essie's early life with Paul, includ¬ 
ing her role as hard-working and determined manager of his theatrical 
and musical career, their marital woes, and their grow ing ambitions. 
As Essie herself articulates in a letter to Carl Van Vechten years later, 
her early life goals were social, artistic, and professional, and centered 
around Paul. Later her ambitions became political and looked out to 
the larger world. Chapters 6 through to chronicle her growing engage¬ 
ment w ith that wider world and how she evolved and changed as a re¬ 
sult. Chapters n and 12 examine the repression and political persecution 
Essie and Paul experienced in the 1950s. the toll it took on their health 
and well-being, and how, above all. Essie responded w ith dogged resil¬ 
ience, unwavering strength, and a renewed commitment to her political 
views and to her family. Paul and Essie s passports were confiscated in 
1950, and for eight long years Paul's career and income suffered severely 
because the couple could not travel overseas. Essie helped to coordinate 
a campaign against the travel ban and continued to speak out vocifer¬ 
ously against U.S. government policies. 

When the passport battle was finally won, the Robesons left the 
United States for a five-year stay abroad. Chapters 13 and 14 chronicle 
this time of new possibilities and new limitations, when the possibilities 
were political, and the limitations physical and personal. Essie wrote 
to a friend in the early 1960s that she had more ideas than ever be¬ 
fore and less and less energy to implement them. During the couple’s 
time in London from 1958 to 1963, Essie reconnected with old friends 
and reached out to new ones, particularly in the African Diasporic and 
expatriate communities. She supported numerous organizations and 
wrote prolificacy about Africa, African Americans, and the world. 

When the Robesons returned to the United States in 1963, the world 
was in flux. Essie's relationship to the resurgent U.S. Black Freedom 
movement and the postcolonial world during this time is also high¬ 
lighted in the final chapters of the book. Despite Paul s poor health, 
Essie continued to write extensively about the burgeoning civil rights 
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and Black Power movements and international atfairs. She even trekked 
to the United Nations to sit in on certain sessions, see old colleagues, 
and bear witness to the historic events that were being debated and dis¬ 
cussed. Essie delighted in the upsurge of activity on the part of Black 
activists, artists, and intellectuals in the mid-1960s. She saw the world 
shifting and changing before her eyes, yet again and there must have 
been some satisfaction in the knowledge that she had played a role. 

Essie Robeson lived a life that was complicated and vibrant, rich and 
full, privileged but often difficult. Along the way she made some hard 
choices about the path she was going to follow, and about the kind of 
woman she was going to be. Tough and determined, Essie fought long 
and hard for the ideas she believed in and on behalf of the people she 
loved and admired. She won some battles and lost others, but she w as a 
fighter to the end. 


INTRODUCTION 


11 







one 


GROWING UP ALONG THE 
COLOR LINE, 1895-1918 


Ever since I can remember / have a/vayt been determined 
never to let anyone push me around. 

Kslanda Roltcson 

Eslanda Cardozo Goode (or Essie, as her friends and family called her) 
came from a long line of Black educators who placed a high premium 
on literacy and learning—and who had to light for their place in the 
world every step of the way. Essie, named after her mother, would be¬ 
come the most academically accomplished of the three Goode siblings, 
hut she would also mature into a fearless and tenacious lighter when 
circumstances called for it. And circumstances often did. "My grand¬ 
father Cardozo went to prison for his beliefs, so I have it in my blood," 
she once told a friend. 1 She inherited her lighting spirit and her love of 
learning from both her maternal grandfather and her mother, the two 
Cardozos who had the most lasting influence on her life and thinking.* 
Essie recalled her first run-in w ith racism, which happened when she 
was a little girl, not yet five years old, living in an integrated neigh¬ 
borhood in the nation s capital. She recounted the incident this way: 
“One of the earliest things I remember is playing w ith a little boy who 
lived across the street from us ... it was about the year 1900. The boy 
w as white but I had not yet realized that there was any color difference 
between us. . . . One day while we were playing I wanted my turn at 
something—a game ora toy, I don't remember exactly w-hat it was. I had 
waited for my turn, but he wouldn't let me have it. I insisted and he got 
angry and called me a ‘nigger.’ 1 asked what it meant. He said it meant 
something bad —and something black. That infuriated me, for I knew I 
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wasn’t bad and 1 wasn't black. I pushed him and then I chased him home. 
His mother asked me why we were fighting and I told her what he had 
called me and that I was going to kill him if he called me any more bad 
names." ’ 

Despite a few more fights and scuffles, Essie had mostly fond memo¬ 
ries of her childhood growing up in Washington, D.C., and New York 
City in the late 1890s and early 1900s. She was the youngest of three 
children, and the only girl, born on December 15, 1895. Eslanda and 
John Goode had four children but only three survived. A baby girl, 
Dorothy, born in 1897, lived only a few short months/ Her eldest 
brother was John Cardozo Goode, born on April 20,1892, and named 
after his father. The middle child, Francis Cardozo Goode, the largest 
and most athletic of the three, was born May 14, 1894/ The Goode 
family settled into a comfortable life in Washington but the stability 
and good fortune was short-lived. John Goode died suddenly when 
Essie was only five years old. 6 Even though he had been a successful 
man and a hard worker, according to relatives he had also been a heavy 
drinker, which may have contributed to his early death. 7 

After she lost her husband, Essie’s mother moved the family to New 
York for better job opportunities. In Essie’s words, her mother “rose 
to the occasion when she was left a penniless widow with three chil¬ 
dren, gathered us into her arms and ventured forth to New York (where 
everyone went and still goes to make a fortune)."* They lived for a time 
in what Essie later described as “a cold-water railroad Hat." But her 
mother worked hard and soon reestablished her footing in the Black 
middle class. Essie recalled an essentially happy childhood. She de¬ 
scribed herself as a "fat. healthy tomboyish little girl" accomplished in 
academics and in sports. 9 But life for Essie and her family was not always 
carefree or simple. Like most educated Black people in this period, her 
family’s accomplishments were precariously maintained. They were 
relatively advantaged, but still constrained bv the strictures of racism 
that applied to poor and prosperous alike. Even in cosmopolitan New 
York City in 1900 there were racist restrictions on where Negroes could 
eat, live, work, and socialize. The Cardozo-Goode family felt the sting 
of discrimination like everyone else. 

On her mother’s side. Essie came from a long line ol prominent, 
highly educated Black people w ho had managed to attain success dur¬ 
ing the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, despite rampant racism. 
They were proud of being Negroes, but also proud of their Spanish 
ancestry. The Cardozos traced their heritage to a clan of wealthy Sep- 
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hardic Jews who had been expelled from the Iberian Peninsula centuries 
earlier. The family was not wealthy, but was on the whole better off 
than many of their Negro counterparts. Essie’s maternal grandfather, 
Francis Lewis Cardozo, was a notable South Carolina politician during 
Reconstruction who later became a respected educator in Washington, 
D.C. His legacy !<x>med large in the family lore. Even though Essie 
barely knew her maternal grandfather, she knew' his illustrious life story 
well and recounted it often as an adult. 10 

Francis Lewis Cardozo, a man so light-skinned that he could have 
passed for white if he had chosen to do so. was the son of a free Black 
mother of mixed ancestry. Lydia Williams, and a rich, white Charles¬ 
ton businessman. Isaac Nunez Cardozo." Not much is known about 
Lydia’s background or whether she was ever enslaved, but as an adult 
she lived the life of a free "colored" woman. When Isaac died. Lydia and 
the couple’s seven children fell on hard times. There is no firm evidence 
that Isaac was actually married to Lydia, since interracial marriage was 
illegal in the state of South Carolina at that time. Rumor had it that 
they had traveled to Ohio to marry and returned to Charleston to live 
quietly as husband and w ife. Essie's accounts of her great-grandparents 
are of the “happy couple" living in a “beautiful home" before Isaac’s 
death. Isaac passed away when Francis was still a boy, and the children 
were not recognized as legal heirs to the Cardozo family estate. 1 * Re¬ 
gardless of the legalities, Essie’s mother nurtured a strong connection 
to the Cardozo lineage. Essie observed proudly that she had "Spanish 
blood." anti from the antebellum period onward, family names were 
preserved: “There has alwavs been a Francis and an Eslanda in every 
generation of the Cardozas." 11 Essie and her two brothers also bore 
Cardozo as their legal middle name. 

Despite his father’s death and his family's financial struggles, young 
Francis did well for himself. He worked as a shipbuilder's apprentice 
and carpenter in South Carolina, eventually making his way to Scot¬ 
land, w here he attended the University of Edinburgh and earned aca¬ 
demic accolades. He subsequently moved to England and studied briefly 
at Oxford. L'pon his return to the United States, Francis settled in New 
Haven. Connecticut. There, he met 3nd married Catharine Romena 
Howell, a “pure white looking woman w ith patrician features” who was 
of Scotch, Danish, and W est Indian descent. The couple had live chil¬ 
dren: the four boys. George, Francis, W illiam, and Henry’; and a girl, 
Eslanda. 14 Along the way, Francis had become a Presbyterian minister, 
so the new couple spent a short time in New Haven before they ac- 
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cepted an offer from the American Missionary Association to open a 
religious school in Charleston. South Carolina, in the immediate after- 
math of the Civil War. Under Cardozo’s leadership, the Saxon School 
evolved into a highly respected institution, and was eventually renamed 
the Avery Institute of South Carolina. ,J 

Based on his career as an educator and given the racial reforms of 
Reconstruction, Francis was able to launch a short but distinguished 
political career. He was elected state treasurer of South Carolina, be¬ 
coming the first African American to hold statewide office. After two 
terms as treasurer, during which he pushed for educational and land 
reforms to benefit freed Blacks, he became Secretary of State, a posi¬ 
tion he held until 1877. Historians have described Francis Cardozo as 
both “a symbol of integrity" and a rigorous proponent of the rights of 
Black freed people. 1 * By the time he became Secretary of State, how¬ 
ever, former Confederate leaders had begun to regain political power 
in the South, staging targeted and effective misinformation campaigns 
to unseat progressive Blacks like Francis who had managed to secure 
positions of influence during Reconstruction. Francis fought back hard 
against the resurgent white elites, but was unable to hold on. As the 
Cardozos’ own family history would have it. Francis Cardozo’s perse¬ 
cution centered on his refusal to be complied in the notorious Tilden- 
Hayes presidential compromise of 1877. That compromise followed 
the presidential election of 1876, which was a near tie. To resolve the 
deadlock, Republican Rutherford B. Haves essentially agreed to an un¬ 
savory compromise: to pull federal troops from the South, effectively 
ending Reconstruction and the political inclusion and enfranchisement 
of Blacks. The Democrats, the forces that had supported slavery and 
opposed Black citizenship rights, asked Francis to throw his support 
behind Tilden in exchange fora crude cash reward. As the story was re¬ 
counted to future generations of Cardozos. he would not even consider 
such an unprincipled proposition. Consequently, he was soon arrested 
on trumped-up embezzlement charges, tried, convicted, and jailed for 
one year. After his release from prison, he resettled in Washington, 
D.C., where racism was less harsh and the color line a bit less rigid. 17 
Indeed, the racial tensions were so high in South Carolina at the end of 
Reconstruction in 1876 that his immediate family had to flee the state 
the night after he was arrested for fear of Ku Klux Klan reprisals. They 
spent a year in Washington. D.C.. awaiting Cardozos release. 

When Francis first arrived in Washington, D.C., despite having been 
an elected official and having impressive academic credentials, the only 
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»ob he was offered was as 3 janitor in a government building. He de¬ 
clined the offer, secured a position as a clerk, and after a short time was 
able to return to die field of education, which he loved. Francis Car¬ 
dozo went on to found two prominent high schools in Washington and 
to establish himself as a preeminent and pioneering Negro educator . 18 
Cardozo High School in northwest Washington, D.C., still bears his 
name. 

Francis shared a special relationship with his only daughter, Eslanda 
(Essie’s mother). He was a father, a teacher, mentor, role model, and 
gentle patriarch. W hen she was a young woman, Eslanda often took 
long walks with her father after dinner, during which they would ex¬ 
change ideas about history, culture, and politics. Francis Cardozo re¬ 
spected his daughter's views and opinions and encouraged her to ex¬ 
press them openly. The two of them “talked long and earnestly about 
the Negro problem," and Francis made sure his daughter had a good 
sense of Negro history.* Eslanda Cardozo was deeply influenced both 
by her father and by the illustrious guests whom he frequently hosted in 
their home, including on at least one occasion the revered abolitionist 
and statesman Frederick Douglass, and his wife. I iclcn Pitts Douglass .* 0 

Writing about her grandfather many years after his death, Essie 
Robeson’s recollections were vivid, more vivid than her own childhood 
memories could explain. I ler mother, it seems, told and retold stories 
ot her ow n father with such vigor that they became ingrained in each of 
her children. Decades after her grandfather's death, Essie recalled, “All 
during my childhood I heard and read almut Francis Lewis Cardozo and 
his great contribution to the making of Reconstruction history... ,Wc 
are all very proud of his great dignity and integrity" 71 Essie's mother 
followed in her father’s footsteps to pursue a career, albeit short-lived, 
as an educator, before marriage and motherhood. So important was 
Francis Cardozo's legacy to his descendants that Essie and her mother 
actually had an argument decades after his death about w ho had a right 
to tell his story in book form. 27 By contrast, very few family stories 
are recounted about Eslanda’s mother, Essies grandmother,Catharine 
Romena Howell, who lived well into her eighties. We know that she was 
born in Connecticut in about 1843, met Francis Cardozo while sing¬ 
ing in the church choir, then married and moved to South Carolina 
with him. 7> 

Color was important to the Cardozos. In a lengthy section that F'ssic 
wrote for her 1930 book Paul Robeson . Xegro —and later omitted—she 
explored the nuances of color consciousness among Negroes of her class 
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and generation. Every family she knew had a light-skinned relative who, 
as she put it, had “crossed over." Her own great uncle Jacob Cardozo 
had merged into white Louisiana society, marrying and raising a family, 
most of whom, as Essie put it, “never knew of his Negro blood.' Years 
later one of Jacobs sons came to Washington, D.C., and, somewhat in¬ 
advertently, met his Negro cousins, one of whom was Essie’s mother. 24 
Such discoveries were not uncommon, Essie insisted. She recounted 
in detail the findings of an investigative report (no citation given) that 
documented how some Negro individuals had disappeared from the 
census records only to have whites with the same names and birth dates 
surface ten years later. These "disappearances" were part of the wide¬ 
spread practice of light-skinned Blacks passing for white in order to ob¬ 
tain better jobs, opportunities, and social status. The families of these 
individuals, Essie insisted, were usually complied in the deception, or 
defection, as it were. In her words, “If today a Negro meets his fairer 
brother in the company of a white person in a downtown street, the 
darker one gives no sign of recognition unless the fair one does so first. 
This has been an unwritten law among Negroes for years: one must 
never speak to a fair brother or sister on the street unless spoken to first; 
the fair one might be ‘passing,’ and if he is greeted familiarly by a Negro 
his secret may lie revealed." 25 

Whether Essie’s account of this so-called unwritten rule is fully 
accurate, or whether the reality is a bit more nuanced, is up for debate. 
What is known is that the color line was taken seriously in America and 
among American Negroes, and that individual decisions about whether 
or how to cross that line were always complex and fraught with anxiety. 
At the same time, a sense of fairness and equity jxrrvaded the Cardozo 
family’s values. One historian of nineteenth-century South Carolina 
schools noted that although he lived in a color-conscious world where 
light-skinned Negroes experienced real privileges, Francis Cardozo was 
an anti-racist educator who “ridiculed the notion that (so-called) mu¬ 
lattos learned more quickly than darker students" and “harbored no 
racial prejudice" toward dark-skinned Blacks. He believed that all stu¬ 
dents had similar abilities and the same rights to an education. 26 Need¬ 
less to say not all of his contemporaries agreed. 

Eslanda Elbert Cardozo married John Jacob Astor Goode on June 16, 
1890, ended her brief teaching career, and began to raise a family. 27 
It was the eve of the twentieth century; a century that W. E. B. Du 
Bois wrote would be divided and defined by the color line. It was a line 
that Essie’s family alternately walked, crossed, ignored, and challenged. 
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Essk's mother was so light-skinned herself that a 1900 census taker 
BtsTDok her for a white woman, most likely further confused by the 
tarn that all ot the family’s immediate neighbors were white. 28 Eslanda 
Cardozo had rebelled against elitist attitudes about skin color within 
some quarters of her own family bv marrying 3 dark-skinned man. John 
Goode was handsome and well educated, and Eslanda had great ex¬ 
pectations for his future success, perhaps to prove her color-conscious 
relatives wrong as much as anything else. Ironically, Eslanda was still 
not completely tree of her own subtle color bias, and would one day 
frown upon her ow n daughter's choice of a dark-skinned husband. 2 * 

John Goode could not claim as aristocratic a lineage as his w ife, and 
his children knew far less about his family history. The one thing Essie 
did know- is that her paternal grandparents claimed partial American 
Indian ancestry, although she did not know which tribe or ethnicity 
they belonged ta‘° She also knew that her father was an accomplished 
man. Born in Cook County, Illinois, in 1861, just as the Civil War com¬ 
menced, John J. A. Goode was raised in Chicago." He graduated from 
Evanston Township I ligh School (in a northern Chicago suburb), and 
later earned degrees from both Northwestern University in Evans¬ 
ton. Illinois, and Howard University Law School in Washington, D.C. 
Records from the National Archives indicate that John Jacob Astor 
Goode —his “robber baron” name hints that his parents had grand 
ambitions for his future —enjoyed a solid career as a government em¬ 
ployee. He was appointed to a position as a federal government clerk in 
1885 at a decent salary of Si.ooo a year. After a promotion and raise, that 
figure went up to $1,200 a few years later." Census records, new spaper 
social pages, and other primary and secondary sources paint a picture of 
Washington, D.C.’s African American community in the late 1800s as 
highly stratified and intensely class and color conscious.” The Goodes 
navigated that social landscape with great care. 

We can only imagine what family life must have been like for Es¬ 
landa Goode and her children during her decade-long marriage, given 
her husband’s alcohol addiction. It could not have been easy. Perhaps 
the fact that John and his extended family w ere rarely discussed when 
Essie was grow ing up is evidence that some memories were too painful 
to hold on to, even for the tough and preserving Mrs. Goode. It wasn’t 
until more than two decades after her fathers passing that Essie finally 
had a “long talk w ith mother about father’s death. Got some interesting 
facts about him that I never knew hefo^e.” ,4 

After John's premature death in 1901. Eslanda Goode’s life changed 
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dramatically. She was forced reluctantly back into the workforce as a 
young widow. Teaching no longer seemed like an option. It was a pro¬ 
fession for young single women, or older women who were never mar¬ 
ried. And besides, it did not pay terribly well. After casting about for 
a suitable and adequately lucrative career, she decided to work in the 
growing beauty industry. Eslanda began as a beautician and beauty con¬ 
sultant, but soon advanced to running her own salon and managing a 
beauty consultancy that catered to a very elite clientele of mainly white 
women, including “Mrs. Joseph Pulitzer and Mrs. Cieorgc Gould." 
Most of her clients assumed that Essie's mother was white too, and she 
told them no different. Hard work, grit, and an entrepreneurial spirit 
carried her through challenging timcs. u 

Essie’s recollections of how her mother began her entry into the 
business world are telling. She proudly described “the almost masculine 
intelligence with which Eslanda attacked her (career] problem.” refer¬ 
ring to her mother’s methodical study of the beauty services market in 
her native Washington. After soberly assessing her options, Eslanda de¬ 
cided to move her children from Washington, D.C., to New York City 
where she determined that there were better business opportunities. 
“The genteel trades such as dressmaking and millinery did not appeal to 
her," but once she decided on her career path, “she built up a fine private 
trade and charged and received high prices for her work.” Her mother 
was a strong-willed, formidable person who railed against defeat and 
was reluctant to ask for help. She managed to w restle her way out of 
a very bleak situation to make a decent life for herself and her chil¬ 
dren. Eslanda Cardozo’s pragmatic and highly disciplined manner had 
an enormous effect on young Essie. She would come to embrace these 
traits as the cornerstones of survival (and success) for a Black woman in 
an often hostile and unpredictable world. 

The elder Eslanda was a tough, resilient person who eschewed frills 
and frivolous behavior. For example. “In 1900. w hen women were wear¬ 
ing voluminous skirts, enormous hats, tight corsets and an absurd femi¬ 
ninity that went with those inconvenient and ridiculous garments," 
Essie’s mother rejected all that. It is true that with few options open 
to her. she found her career niche in the female-dominated beauty in¬ 
dustry.’ 7 But in Essie’s mind, her mother was defined less by the type 
of work she did, and more by her discipline and hard work, which were 
important ingredients for her success. Even though Essie s mother was 
a good provider for her three children, she did not pamper them. And 
much of the responsibility for cooking and cleaning fell on Essie, as 
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the only girl among the three siblings. By the time she entered college, 
Essie “knew all about housekeeping, having kept house for our little 
family for several years while my mother went out to work." ' 8 

Essie and her brothers did not enjoy many luxuries growing up. but 
they never wanted for the basics. According to Essie, these “basics" 
included: “ice skates, roller skates, bicycles, baseballs . .. sleds, tennis 
racquets and a bathing house at the seashore in summer"Her mother 
made sure that the children had sj»orts equipment and books, which she 
regarded as tools for a healthy life and windows into the larger world, 
but when it came to stylish clothes, there w as none of that. Later in life. 
Essie would w rite that this “deprivation" was helpful because it tough¬ 
ened her up and forced her to prioritize substance over the superficial. 
She remembered one afternoon when she and her brothers were being 
teased and taunted by other children for wearing out-of-date clothing. 
Essie decided she had had enough. With words, wit. and two fists ready 
for action, the chubby little girl walked right into the center of the jeer¬ 
ing crowd of children and told them off. "My mother says she is dress¬ 
ing up our minds," not our Inxlies, she proclaimed, quieting the crowd. 
The message was that the Goode siblings were A students because they 
worried about matters more important than clothes and accessories. 40 
The bullies hacked otf. 

Essie described herself as a tough little girl and a modest and serious- 
minded teenager. “I remember when I was a girl growing up in 1 larlcm. 
I had to make up my mind what I w anted to be. Did I w ant to dress well, 
or diil 1 want to develop my personality rather than my appearance?... 
Most of the girls were concerned about how their faces, hair, and clothes 
looked as they passed the hoys, hut 1 was more concerned about my be¬ 
havior." Essie did not want to appear, in her words, to be “available" to 
local boys. She wanted their respect more than their amorous atten¬ 
tion. or so she wrote many years later 41 Essie grew into a no-nonsense 
teenager who was unafraid to challenge things that were, to her mind, 
simply unacceptable —like racism. She had vowed at an early age never 
to let anyone “push me around,” but the segregation law^s and customs 
of the 1910s were pushing her and her fellow Negroes around at every 
turn. One day, tired and thirsty after an afternoon of shopping. Essie 
marched up to the whites-only counter in Liggett s Drug Store “and 
in a firm voice ordered an ice cream soda.” She likely raised a few eye¬ 
brows, but she got her vanilla ice cream soda and enjoyed her first taste 
of effective political action. 4 * 

Essie witnessed other political actions on the streets of New York — 
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collective ones-and they were not always peaceful. When she was 
eleven years old she saw an explosive protest against police brutality 
outside of her apartment. Looking out her window, she noticed a group 
of police gathering and angry Harlem residents yelling at them. “At first 
I thought it was a parade," she recollected years later, “but there was 
tenseness in the air that didn't go with parades. Then the police came 
in the street in pairs. Bottles and bricks and hot water were thrown at 
them from windows and rooftops. I asked people what this was all about 
and they told me, ‘we’re sick of these Irish cops beating up Negroes and 
we are going to teach them a lesson.' We thought all the police in New 
York were Irish. I learned afterwards that trigger-happy or mean white 
policemen often abused the people of Harlem." 45 Such protests were 
not uncommon in the 1910s as a growing Black urban population de¬ 
manded more space and greater respect. 

Essie's family lived on 135th Street and she and her brothers attended 
Public School 119. After that she attended Wadlcigh High School and 
played basketball on the girls team at St. Christopher's Parish House, 
while John attended Townsend Harris Hall High School, the feeder 
school for the College of the City of New York, where he later en¬ 
rolled. 44 The children went to racially integrated schools, some of 
which were mostly white. 45 Essie also held treasured memories of ex¬ 
ploring all of New York City as a young girl. She and her friends went 
skating at City College near her apartment, then farther south in Cen¬ 
tral Park as well as in the northerly Bronx at \an Cortlandt Park. She 
and her brothers also went swimming at the beach in the summer. 4 '’ 

In addition to her emphasis on hard work. Essie’s mother also in¬ 
stilled a sense of collective obligation and reciprocity in her children. 
They were responsible not just for themselves, she insisted, but for each 
other as well. They played together, stood up for each other, and helped 
one another with homework. If one of the Goode siblings came home 
with a poor report card, they all suffered the consequences. The family’s 
routine Friday night “party." which included games, candy, and cards, 
was summarily canceled if anyone of the children brought home grades 
that were not up to par. The iesson was that they had to rely on one an¬ 
other and support one another. They rose or fell together. This message 
of family loyalty stuck w ith Essie as well. 47 

In 1912 Essie and her mother relocated to Chicago in pursuit of 
greater financial opportunity. Essie's mother agreed to take over and 
manage a beauty salon on the South Side of Chicago on a one-year 
trial basis. As a result. Essie and her mother moved to Illinois, where 
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Essie finished high school and enrolled in college the following year. 
Her brothers were several vears older than she. and by this time they 
had both already completed high school, so they stayed behind in New 
York. John, the elder of the two, had l>cen enrolled at City College ihe 
year before, but was forced to withdraw after his first semester because 
he could not afford the tuition. 48 We can only assume from this that 
Essie’s mother was struggling to support herself and her children and 
that the move to Chicago may have been her only option. 

Once Essie and her mother had arrived in the city and settled into a 
house at 2959 Wabash Avenue on Chicago's South Side, Essie's mother 
enrolled her teenage daughter in the newly opened Lucy L. Flower 
Technical High School for girls, named after the turn-of-the-century 
social reformer. 49 It was one of three high schools in the city that ac¬ 
cepted Negro children, and in each case the Black students were a mi¬ 
nority. Essie was one of thirty-eight Negroes in her school, which en¬ 
rolled hundreds of students. 50 While attending Lucy Flower High 
School, Essie met a gifted and devoted music teacher,Teresa Armitage, 
who would become a mentor and lifelong friend.' 1 Essie had a beautiful 
contralto singing voice as a child and even briefly considered a career 
in music. Armitage was an accomplished musician and educator who 
was the author of several texts on musical instruction and was much 
sought after as a vocal coach.’ 2 She took a special interest in Essie and 
went so far as to make preliminary arrangements for her to study voice 
one summer in Italy. But it would never come to pass. The pragmatic 
Mrs. Goode deemed this career path entirely too impractical for her 
daughter and the idea was cast aside. Still Essie was so fond of Armitage 
that she kept in touch for decades. Years later, Essie would hire Armi¬ 
tage to coach Paul Robeson as he sought to expand his vocal range for 
concert performances.” 

For some unexplained reason. Essie transferred from Flower High 
School in Chicago to Urbana High School in Lrbana, Illinois, during 
her senior year.' 4 But at both schools, Essie excelled in academics and 
sports. She won a highly competitive four-year scholarship to attend 
the University of Illinois, a well-respected public college in the corn¬ 
fields of Urbana, Illinois, several hours' drive south of Chicago. Fierce 
and determined, she was one of fourteen students (among them only 
three women) who took a rigorous examination for the much sought- 
after public scholarship.” She learned about the test entirely by chance 
from a boy she met one night at a graduation party. Although the test 
w r as being given the very next morning, Essie rushed home to study for 
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the exam, aided by her mother. She was one of three to w in the coveted 
scholarship, guiltily edging out the boy who had given her the tip. 56 
When she arrived on campus, she was among only a handful of Negro 
students. A chilling indicator of the racial climate at the time w as that 
the Ku Klux Klan had an open and active chapter on campus. 57 

Racism notwithstanding, Essie migrated to the farmlands of the 
Midwest eager to immerse herself in the college experience. She ini¬ 
tially gravitated to the humanities, studying what proved to be a rather 
boring "domestic science" curriculum that consisted of classes designed 
to train young women to be good wives, mothers, and caretakers. Essie 
had a different trajectory in mind and ultimately tound that the hard 
science courses were the most intriguing and challenging. She chose 
chemistry as her major and was often one of the few women, and in 
most cases the only Negro, in her classes at the University of Illinois. 58 

While Essie was away at college, her mother decided to move back to 
New York City to pursue other business opportunities. She developed 
various beauty products and even managed to patent a beauty cream 
that she had invented. 59 Mrs. Goode also became involved in the civic- 
life of 1 larlem, where she lived. Both of her sons served in the mili¬ 
tary during World War I. so in 1918 she volunteered as a supervisor at 
a military canteen at 6 West 131st Street. The Mayor’s Committee of 
Women oversaw canteens throughout the city, and the Harlem canteen 
served one thousand Black soldiers a week. Mrs. Goode eventually re¬ 
signed from her voluntary post because she felt that the 1 larlem can¬ 
teen was underutilized. She was a notable enough person that her resig¬ 
nation from one volunteer position warranted mention in the national 
edition of the Chicago Offender a prominent Black newspaper. 60 More 
relevant to the political views that her daughter would embrace later in 
life, in the 1910s Mrs. Goode was a supporter of Black socialist interna¬ 
tionalist Hubert Harrison. After she moved back to New York, she was 
a volunteer for Harrison’s The Voice newspaper and possibly a member 
of the Harlem-based Liberty League, which produced the paper. She 
also organized young girls in the neighborhood to sell the paper and 
to solicit subscriptions. The content of the paper reflected Harrison’s 
ideas and politics. He was a Caribbean-born radical intellectual and in¬ 
dependent thinker, and a powerful orator, who opposed "capitalism. 
White supremacy, and the Christian church." and “supported socialism, 
'race consciousness,’ racial equality, women’s equality, freethought, and 
birth control." 61 It is interesting and significant that Mrs. Goode was 
associated with Harrison; this connection might explain young Essie’s 
nascent exposure to radical ideas. 
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Essie’s mother’s involvement with Harrison was not an aberration 
but an extension of other political organizing and advocacy that she was 
involved in during and after World War I. She was one of the leaders of 
the “new group of suffrage workers" of New York. She spoke at numer¬ 
ous venues and forums around Harlem, including at a Liberty League 
meeting on Lenox Avenue on September 30,1917, where she delivered a 
talk on “The New Negro Woman,’" and at the Harlem People’s Forum 
at Lafayette Hall on N’ovcml»er 4, 1917, when she raised her voice as a 
representative of “the new group of sutfrage workers." Mrs. Goode was 
not simply interested in women's rights gcncrically; rather she wanted 
to make sure that “colored women" were included in any demand for 
rights. In fact when woman suffrage w as on the state ballot in New York 
in 1917, Goode advocated that Negro voters not support it as a strategic 
challenge to white women leaders who were not factoring Black women 
into their agenda as Goode felt they should. She insisted that the white 
woman suffragists had to take a public stand "on the status of colored 
women" before they could enjoy her support . 62 

Never a woman to bite her tongue or shy away from a challenge, 
and an active and outspoken opponent of injustice, as her father was, 
Mrs. Goode was a role model for the young Essie, w ho likewise prided 
herself on being assertive, ambitious, and engaged. Her mother en¬ 
couraged Essie to be bold but never reckless. This advice applied to 
life in general, but to Essie’s career plans in particular. Once Essie had 
changed her major to chemistry, “she had long talks with her mother, 
and between them, they decided she would be happiest working in a 
laboratory" Al The best opportunities for scientific laboratory work 
were in New York, they determined. So, Essie transferred to Columbia 
University’s Teachers College, a few short blocks from Harlem, for her 
final year of college. She loved the intellectual stimulation and cultural 
dynamism of New York City, and she enjoyed her classes at Teachers 
College. Essie dropped out of school in the spring of 1917 due to an un¬ 
specified illness but she returned in 1918 and officially completed her 
degree in the spring of 1920.** She took pre-med courses that summer. 

Just as Essie was about to finish her bachelor's degree, she struck out 
on her own. She found an apartment, a roommate, and a job that she 
would continue after graduation. She w anted to lie her own woman and 
make her mark on the world. Essie conscientiously worked to expand 
her social and intellectual horizons beyond her small group of medical 
coworkers and former Columbia classmates. She had joined the Delta 
Sigma Theta Sorority for Negro women when she was a student at the 
University of Illinois, and she l>egan volunteering to serve on various 
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committees of the organization in New York. She attended the group's 
annual conventions, and her sorority sisters were, for a time, like a sec¬ 
ond family to her. The constellation of people whom Essie met during 
the early 1920s in Harlem became her social anchors and sources of 
moral and emotional sustenance as the years went by. Harlem would 
remain her home base for the rest of her life: the place to which she re¬ 
turned time and again to rejuvenate and regain her bearings. 

When summing up her early life, Essie often painted her family por¬ 
trait in convenient broad strokes: the)’ were proud and accomplished 
people with a legacy of service, struggle, and success. Her actual family 
history was more complicated. The daughter of a single mother, a 
widow, and an alcoholic father, Essie lived in three different cities grow¬ 
ing up and the family was at times insecure financially. She witnessed 
her first Black protest against police harassment at a young age and en¬ 
gaged in self-styled protests of her own by the time she was a teenager. 
With her sharp tongue and quick wit, she was not one to shy away from 
a light or to let anyone intimidate her. Essie's mother set a strong ex¬ 
ample. She was a formidable woman, a woman who refused to be de¬ 
feated by circumstances or self-pity. She made her own path and fol¬ 
lowed it unflinchingly. She was a tough and self-reliant person but one 
who gravitated to collective action and radical ideas. A supporter of 
women's rights and an ally of Black Socialists, nationalists, and inter¬ 
nationalists through her association w ith The I oice, Eslanda Goode was 
a powerful figure in her daughter’s life. As young Essie pursued her 
career and made a life for herself, she was ever reminded that she was, 
inescapably, her mother's daughter. 
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A HARLEM LOVE STORY, 
1919-1927 


lie'll try to climb that ladder to fame and fortune. 

Kslanda Robeson 

In 1919, Essie lived in a liny studio apartment at 250 Seventh Avenue 
near 133rd Street, a prime location in the center of Harlem, New York. 
On humid summer nights, people would hang out of their windows, 
trying to catch a breeze, or gather on the stoops and street corners to 
mingle anil commiserate about the heat. I*hat strip of Seventh Avenue 
would earn a lofty place in African American history. It had been the 
site of massive anti-lynching rallies and fiery speeches by leaders such 
as A. Philip Randolph and Marcus Garvey. By the end of World War I, 
Harlem was a center of Black social and cultural activity. Within a half 
mile of the lively intersection where Essie lived, Langston Hughes 
would pen his elegant poetry; James Weldon Johnson would write 
the Black national anthem, "Lift Every Voice and Sing"; Zora Neale 
Hurston and Jessie Fauset would pioneer a Black women’s literary tradi¬ 
tion; and jazz legends Duke Ellington. Billie Holiday, and Thelonious 
Monk would perform some of the century’s most unforgettable music. 

It w as in fact the beginning of a new , more hopeful era for many Black 
Americans. Educated and ambitious young Negroes were flocking to 
urban cities in the North in search of new opportunities. Black soldiers 
were returning from the battlefields of Europe with heightened expec¬ 
tations. Harlem w as a vibrant and diverse Diasporic enclave of Jamai¬ 
cans, Antiguans, Bahamians, and Black Americans. It was the dawning 
of the Harlem Renaissance and the emergence of the “New Negro." 
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Essie loved the energy and sense of possibility that was Harlem in the 
1920s. And she became a close acquaintance of many of its legendary 
figures. 

Her first apartment, Essie remembered with tempered fondness, was 
“the most inconvenient little flat.” 1 It consisted of a kitchen, a bath¬ 
room, a closet, and one large room that doubled as a bedroom and 
living room. She and her roommate, Minnie Sumner, shared a pullout 
bed that served as a sofa by day. Entertaining unannounced guests was a 
challenge and a production because "there was always a scramble" to get 
dressed, put the bed away, and make the room presentable. But enter¬ 
tain they did. The two young women garnered a reputation for them¬ 
selves the first week they moved in by throwing a large and lively party 
in their apartment, which was still empty because their furniture had 
not vet arrived. Essie, in one of her rare wild and spontaneous moments, 
agreed to play chemist and liquor distiller by concocting some home¬ 
made “bathtub" gin in honor of the occasion. People danced and drank 
until the wee hours of the morning. One of them was the future soci¬ 
ologist E. Franklin Frazier, who would become a pioneer in research on 
Negro families. Iie lived one building over. Other neighbors were art¬ 
ists, writers, musicians, and students.-* 

Essie remembered this period of 1919 as “that hectic summer after 
the war when everyone was so gay." * In fact, everyone was not so ‘gay.’ It 
was also the summer of the Palmer Raids against suspected communists 
and race riots targeting Black returning soldiers. But none of this was 
at the forefront of Essie’s mind in 1919. For her it was a carefree time of 
new relationships and exciting opportunities. At this point, Essie was 
preparing to begin her senior year as a chemistry major at Columbia's 
Teachers College, after which she planned to apply to medical school. 
She was a serious student but not too serious to have fun. Out of this 
swirling, colorful Ilarlem scene strode Paul Bustill Robeson. Essie first 
met the devilishly handsome Robeson on a warm evening during that 
summer of 1919, as he sauntered down bustling Seventh Avenue near 
135th Street. 4 Essie was with two girlfriends, and Paul was strolling 
along with a woman whom Essie knew just well enough to stop and 
greet-perhaps as an excuse to meet the handsome stranger to whose 
arm the woman was securely attached. Essie noticed Paul that day, and 
he likely noticed her as well. 5 Essie was a distinctively beautiful woman 
who presented herself with great confidence and poise. She stood only 
five feet four inches tall, and had a full, shapely figure. She wore her 
thick, jet-black hair straight, short, and smoothed back or tucked under 
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a stylish hat. She wore very little make-up. Her eves were deep set. and 
her flawless olive skin made her look Mediterranean, and in some sense 
racially ambiguous. Within Harlem’s eclectic and international Black 
community, however, her skin tone was just another shade in the con¬ 
tinuum of colors that ran from beige to deep brown to black. 

Even before he made a name lor himself on the stage, Paul was a 
popular and highly visible figure—“Harlem’s darling" as Essie would 
recall. He was six feet three inches tall, had a creamy dark-chocolate 
complexion, a seductive bass-baritone voice, and a warm smile. His 
friend and collaborator Lloyd Brown would later write, “There was 
always a largeness about Paul Robeson." 6 A young woman who worked 
with Paul in the early 1920s described him as flat-out “the most beauti¬ 
ful man" she had ever encountered.' More than his physical presence, 
though, his personality was captivating. He was smart, engaging, and 
utterly charming. Conversant in sports (he had been an all-American 
college athlete at Rutgers), music (he had the voice of a deep-throated 
angel), and academics (he was the only Black student attending the 
prestigious Columbia University Law School), Paul was a man of many 
impressive talents. A friend of his reflected years later that it was almost 
impossible not to be enamored of Paul, and women just loved him." 

As much as Essie prided herself on being sensible and sober in mat¬ 
ters of romance, after a scries of casual encounters, she too w as smitten. 
At the time she met Paul. Essie was dating a young doctor at Harlem 
Hospital. Grant Lucas. They had been seeing each other for nearly a 
year. But once Essie met Paul and learned of all his stellar accomplish¬ 
ments, she simply couldn’t get him out of her mind. After aw hile she 
even began orchestrating wavs to casually bump into him. One such 
occasion was the Gingham Dance, an annual Harlem springtime affair. 
Thinking that Paul might be there. Essie wore a frilly w hite dress with 
“an enormous white organdie sash." Both her mother, who was never 
one to mince words, and her fashion-sawy friend, Minnie, discour¬ 
aged her from wearing the dress, insisting she was too short and full- 
figured to pull it off gracefully. Stubborn even in matters of fashion, 
Essie ignored their advice and donned the dress anyway. In a triumph 
of sweet vindication. Essie was given the award for the best-dressed 
woman at the dance. Even more thrilling, “the popular young person 
of note, Paul Robeson." personally presented the prize of ten dollars in 
gold coins. 9 

Essie's relationship with Paul further intensified when they were 
both enrolled in summer school classes at Columbia University in the 
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summer of 1920. Essie was taking additional science courses anticipat¬ 
ing application to medical school. They met for dinners at the YWCA 
cafeteria, across the street from the apartment where Paul lived with 
his friend Jimmy Lightfoot. They attended parties together, as well as 
“all Negro'' tennis matches. Over the summer, their romance began 
to bloom. To others, they seemed an unlikely pair, since at first glance 
these two handsome and talented young people couldn’t have seemed 
more different. Paul was robust and jovial; Essie was short and serious. 
Paul was easy-going and informal; Essie was a meticulous planner. But 
there was a strong attraction between them. They were both intellectu¬ 
als and interested in the world of ideas. She was the scientist and he was 
the legal scholar. Despite, or perhaps because of, their differences, they 
soon became a “couple." 

On a typical Saturday afternoon. Paul and Essie would sit and talk on 
the living room floor of Essie and Minnie’s apartment. Essie would tell 
Paul about the science classes she was taking and the experiments she 
observed in the lab. He would talk about his legal studies, explaining the 
logic and intricate details of the cases he was reading. Each one seemed 
to appreciate the intellectual appetite of the other. There was a strong 
physical attraction as well. Essie’s soon-to-be former boyfriend, Gram 
Lucas, w hom Essie would remain friends w ith for decades, saw less and 
less of her that summer as she devoted more of her time and attention 
to Paul, with whom she became a lover. 10 

As their romance bloomed, Essie and Paul played cards w ith friends, 
had quiet dinners together, walked arm-in-arm down the avenues of 
New’ York, and occasionally took in shows, concerts, and plays. They also 
enjoyed skating in the winter, and attending sports events in the spring 
and summer. They even went to the beach, where Essie attempted un¬ 
successfully to teach Paul to swim. As their relationship deepened, they 
weren't afraid to disagree. “They argued eternally," Essie recalled, but 
it was “friendly and stimulating, & impersonal." 11 They also confided 
in one another about their dreams and aspirations. Paul was aiming for 
a legal career, and Essie wanted to become a pioneering Black female 
doctor. In a few short years all of those dreams would be abandoned for 
new ones, and their two separate paths would meld together. 

Essie arrived at the conclusion that they should marry probably w-ell 
before Paul did, but she did not want to present the idea to him be¬ 
fore she was sure that the feeling was mutual. She did not want a con¬ 
ventional marriage and was not looking solely for security. She wanted 
a husband who would be her friend, companion, partner, and lover. 
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.As Essie cold an interviewer many years later. "American women look 
men to do things for them, to support them. 1 could and d,d sup¬ 
port myself" -and for her. this meant hoth before and af-cr marnage. - 
While these comments, made in t 94 9 . may not have wholly reflected 
hat she thought and felt as a young woman in . 9 a., tlus ts how she 
came to understand and represent her own amtudes about mamage and 

teTof evidence support.ng the idea .ha, early on in their re- 
Wonship Essie was wary of trapptng Paul into a trad,t.onal mamage 
is tha, she htd an unplannetl pregnancy (and Ulegal abortion) f ™" 
in the spring of i 9 ai. She wanted a life and a famtly wtth Paul, bu only 
under the right circumstances and on the rtgh, terms. The*rin - 
ship was still unsettled when she firs, became pregnant, and she 
not want Paul to feel obligated to marry her. So she ‘<- 

fated her friend May Chinn, a young Harlem medical student and ate 
physician, to help her obtain a dangerous illegal abortion. She did not 
ttll Paul until after ihe procedure was over. He was no, pleased with the 
dec,Sion an.1 they separated briefly, but i. did no, permanently derail 
Kheir relationship. 1 * 

Several months later, in August i 9 ai. Paul proposed marriage E® 
and the couple eloped. Essie remembered vividly the day Pan' Im¬ 
posed. He appeared unexpectedly on the doorstep of her building, pro 
feed his Inland asked her to marry him that very day. Htsvhltwas 
a surprise because their romance had been off and on the whole sum¬ 
mer, which had caused Essie great anxiety At one 
turned seeing his old girlfriend. Gerry Neale (later Gerry Bledsoe), 
and Essie was frustrated and -deeply hurt" tha, his affections had been 
diverted. Their courtship had not always been smooth sailing, bu, they 
had always managed to find their way back to one another. Essie was 
delighted that Paul had come back to her, and was thrilled with the mar- 

“pauPs’reis for coming to Essie with such u^ency that August 
day were complicated. Gerry Neale, the former girlfriend Paul ull had 
feelings for. had just told him to pursue Essie instead of her because 
she thought Essie would be a better match for him and after th.nk- 
tng „ over. Paul apparently had agreed.'* Bu, Gerry Neales advice was 
not die only reason Paul was drawn, or pushed, to Essie. By all indica¬ 
tions he deeply loved her. She was a formidable woman, smart, deter¬ 
mined, and confident, all qualities tha, Paul found appealing and ex- 
ciung. An added bonus was her haunting beauty. By die end of summer 
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1921, “Essie seemed to be in his blood," and he succumbed to the desire 
to have her in his life on a permanent basis. 17 

August 21,1921, was a rainy summer day. Essie was recovering from 
a cold and a bad case of the blues, likely the result of Paul's erratic af¬ 
fections. She was disheveled and disoriented when her handsome suitor 
arrived, and she had to run around the apartment to find decent clothes 
to put on. When Paul asked Essie to marry him, she answered yes with 
such uncharacteristic abandon that the discussion quickly became not 
whether or when to marry but how and where. The couple went to a 
nearby restaurant to figure out the details. They decided to go to the 
clerk's office in Greenwich, Connecticut, instead of the more crowded 
office in New York City. Moreover, New York marriage officials had a 
practice of publishing the names of newlyweds in the daily paper, so 
they worried that the whole world would know they had married before 
they had a chance to tell their families and friends directly. That pros¬ 
pect was complicated by the fact that neither of their families w f ould 
be terribly excited about the news. Paul's brother. Ben, “didn’t think 
she [Essie] was the right woman for him." To Ben, she seemed “too 
abrasive" and “too ambitious." Essie’s mother, for her part, was skepti¬ 
cal about Paul Robeson. 1 * Mrs. Goode would come to respect and love 
him a great deal as the years went by, but her initial impression was not 
altogether positive. 

Essie and Paul’s “wedding day," as it were, was as hectic and uncon¬ 
ventional as their lives together would be. They made two stops on their 
way to the train station. First, they went to the apartment of Essie’s 
longtime friend Hattie Bolling. Hattie was a bit older than Essie and 
already married to Buddy, a “wonderful." generous, and affable man 
in Essie’s view. Hattie, one of the first people whom Essie had be¬ 
friended when she moved back to Harlem, had been Essie’s rock: the 
one she turned to when she was sick or broke or both. Hattie would 
make chicken soup, take Essie to the doctor, and loan her money until 
the next payday. Hattie was like family, and Essie misted her com¬ 
pletely. Essie and Paul nearly dragged Hattie out of her apartment to 
serve as their witness in a kind of crazed gush of spontaneity. Hattie 
first thought they were either “mad" or playing a joke on her. When 
she realized thev were serious, she agreed —then hesitated. She wanted 
to make sure that Essie was confident about this big decision and she 
wanted to add something special to the occasion. “She took Essie into 
her bedroom, and looked her in the eve and asked her if she really was 
going to be married. Essie replied that she thot [rtr] she was but wasn’t 
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quite sure. Then Hattie said with the utmost seriousness, ‘something 
old, something new, something borrowed, something blue,’ " referring 
to an old tradition of what a bride needs on her wedding day to ensure 
good luck. She scrounged up a handkerchief, a pair of stockings, and a 
blue garter for Essie that would give her all the luck she should need. 
On the way to the train station, the trio stopped at a YYoolwonh’s drug¬ 
store and bought a cheap tin wedding band that they could use to make 
the wedding official. 19 

While Hattie lamented the fact that Essie would not have a white 
gown and flowers, running away somehow' felt right to Paul and Essie. 
They were running away from Paul's summer of indecision, away from 
all their other obligations, and away from the disapproval of their fami¬ 
lies. Essie was trying, perhaps, to outrun all the questions she might 
have asked herself in a more logical and sober state of mind. She let her 
excitement and relief overwhelm any misgivings. Starting soon after 
she met Paul, she had contemplated what it would mean to marry this 
exquisite dark giant of a man. For nearly a year, she had thought it 
would never happen. But as they sat and laughed on the train to Green¬ 
wich. everything fell into place. She basked in the tender charms of her 
soon-to-l>e husband, a man desired by almost every eligible woman in 
Harlem. 

After the short train ride to Greenwich, they made their way to the 
local courthouse, paid a fivc-dollar fee, and only then learned that there 
was a five-day waiting period for New York residents to marry in Con¬ 
necticut. Still determined to be married that very day. the determined 
duo traveled back to New York State, "got otf the [train] car in the town 
of Port Chester, |ust over the Connecticut border, and went through the 
doorway under a sign that read ‘town clerk.'" Fifteen minutes, a couple 
of “I do's." and another small fee later, they were pronounced husband 
and wife. Their “honeymoon" was anticlimactic. They returned to 
Harlem bv train and parted w avs with Hattie. The couple then bumped 
into a friend who invited them along to a tennis match, and after the 
match they went w ith a larger crowd of friends to a casual dinner at 
the YWCA cafeteria, never revealing that they had just officially mar¬ 
ried. 20 In fact, they would keep their marriage a secret for nearly four 
months, eventually telling Essies mother, then Paul's brother and sis¬ 
ter, and finally going public w ith the news in Philadelphia in December 
1921, at the annual joint conventions of their sorority and fraternity, the 
Delta Sigma Thetas and Alpha Phi Alphas. But despite the lack of pomp 
and ceremony, Essie knew that her life had changed forever that day. 
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She was Mrs. Paul Robeson, a title she would always cherish, despite the 
challenges that would later come with it. 

By 1949. after twenty-eight years of marriage. Essie would be blunt 
and pragmatic about matters of romance and fidelity. By then she knew 
both Paul and herself much better than she did in 1921. She knew how 
far she could bend and where she had to draw the line. In 1949 she 
wrote, "I believe that in marriage the partners have to decide what they 
want, find out how much of w hat they want they have a fair chance of 
getting, and then settle for that. Most people want it all roses. There 
just aren't that many roses."-* 1 But in the summer of 1921 the roses were 
in full bloom for Essie and Paul. 

After their secret nuptials, Essie continued to work full-time in the 
hospital for several years to support the two of them. Paul was still in 
law school at Columbia, earning extra money playing football on the 
weekends. He even worked briefly as a postal clerk to supplement their 
household income. But continuing her job was not a big sacrifice for 
Essie. She liked her work and enjoyed her co-workers, even her eccen¬ 
tric boss, a much-beloved physician nicknamed “Wild Bill Clark." Essie 
eventually stopped taking the science classes she would have needed to 
prepare for medical school —that would have to wait, she reasoned — 
but she still found her laboratory work intellectually stimulating. Her 
pathology laboratory was near one of the operating rooms in the hos¬ 
pital that had an observer's gallery for students. Essie would sometimes 
wander over and watch the surgeons at work when things were not busy 
in the lab. Although she was still toying w ith the idea of medical school, 
that dream would grow fainter and fainter. 

What Essie increasingly found fascinating was the art and culture 
of the Harlem Renaissance, the personalities that surrounded it, and 
the progress she thought it represented for Negroes. Even though she 
did not know it yet, she was about to be swept out of the world of sci¬ 
ence and into some of the most dynamic literary and arts circles in New 
York City and London. An ambitious and adventurous young woman, 
she had already calculated that she would go further in the world as 
Mrs. Paul Robeson than a smart, hard-working, attractive Negro girl 
could go on her own. She was practical and forw ard-looking if she was 
anything, and besides, she was totally in love with Paul and with all that 
was going on in Harlem. Wherever Paul Robeson w'as headed in 1922, 
whether to a comfortable life as a respected lawyer or someplace else 
altogether, Essie Cordozo Goode Robeson wanted to go too, not as an 
appendage but as a partner. 

Essie and Paul's first apartment together was simple and modest, but 
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Essie loved it. It was a large studio on the top floor of an old Harlem 
hrownstone on West 138th Street. Their bathroom and telephone were 
on the floor below, and their quarters had a sitting area, l>edroom, and 
small kitchen. Essie kept their domestic life in order so that her new hus¬ 
band could excel in his studies. She managed the apartment, took care of 
the bills, kept tood on the table, and laundered the clothes. She even de¬ 
veloped a shopping strategy to buy suits and shirts that would comple¬ 
ment rather than hide his natural good looks. One thing that had both¬ 
ered Essie from the outset of their relationship was that Paul’s clothes 
didn’t fit properly and his shoes were rarelv shined. He frequently had 
a rather unkempt look about him. She took care of that immediately. 
Within a few short months Paul Robeson had a new wife, a new resi¬ 
dence, a new look, and would soon embrace a whole new career.” 

Paul always loved to sing and enjoyed the theater. In some ways he 
was a stage director's dream: visually compelling, confident and poised 
in his movement, and thoroughly charismatic. I le had already tried 
his hand at an amateur production of Simon the Cyrtman staged at the 
Harlem YW’CA in 1920, and realized he was good at acting and rather 
enjoyed it. While still in law school. Paul accepted his first professional 
acting job: a part in an ill-conceived musical called Taboo (later renamed 
Voodoo). The musical was directed by Augustin Duncan, brother of the 
famed dancer Isadora Duncan, and set on a Louisiana plantation after 
the Civil War. Paul was cast as the nomadic minstrel named Jim and re¬ 
quired to wear a leopard loincloth and what could only be described as 
a wooly “fright wig." These humble theatrical beginnings were a far cry 
from the complex and dignified roles he would later play. Yet Essie, ever 
the pragmatist, urged him to take the part, arguing that it was a neces¬ 
sary first step in what might be a new and very successful career. 

When Essie saw Paul on stage at the Sam Harris'I*heatre in the open¬ 
ing of Taboo, something clicked in her mind. She realized the scope of 
Paul’s raw talent and potential. She saw the way he moved so effortlessly 
on the stage, the way audiences responded to him, the way listeners were 
riveted by his voice. Even though the play had a short run, Essie was 
becoming convinced that Paul had a better chance for success on stage 
than in the courtroom. She began encouraging him to put his legal 
career on the back burner and invest more time and energy into sing¬ 
ing and acting. As his career evolved, she would become his most astute 
critic and his most devoted fan. She sat in on every rehearsal, observing 
Paul and taking notes on his movement, intonation, weaknesses, and 
strengths. 25 

What was to become Paul’s new career was a team effort from the 
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very start. “We ll investigate its possibilities thoroly [«<'], and if they 
look promising, we’ll trv to climb that ladder to fame and fortune” 
Essie wrote in her diary. The use of the pronoun “we” is as telling as it 
was deliberate. ILssie was an active and dedicated partner in developing 
Paul’s talent and promoting his nascent career; and she had no doubt 
that the benefits of Paul’s stardom would be shared fully as well. Over 
the next few years, Essie remembered setting her “heart and mind more 
and more surely on [a] dramatic career for him.”-’ 4 

The cultural scene in Harlem in the 1920s only added to Essie’s grow¬ 
ing sense of w hat was possible for Paul as an artist. The Harlem Renais¬ 
sance w-as in full swing, and the couple s vibrant social circle was popu¬ 
lated by poets like Countee Cullen and Langston Hughes; artists like 
Augusta Savage; writers like Zora Neale Hurston; and musicians and 
composers like Roland Hayes. There were literary readings, concerts, 
and increasingly, stage plays and musicals featuring Black actors. Paul 
and Essie not only read and viewed work by these artists and writers; 
they also were guests at small dinners, receptions, and cocktail parties 
with this lively, talented bunch. Black creativity and intellectual and 
cultural projects of various kinds had found fertile ground in postwar 
Harlem. 

Essie’s own professional ambitions were set aside temporarily in 
favor of pursuing the career she began to envision for Paul. Convinced 
that he could be “one of the greatest actors in the world," she nudged, 
coaxed, and cajoled him to pursue what she had determined was his des¬ 
tined vocation. She clipped newspaper articles about Negroes who were 
enjoying successful careers in the theater. She bought tickets to Broad¬ 
way plays to further entice him. When offers to perform came along, 
she encouraged him to accept." 

Essie also began to attend other stage performances around town, 
scouting the competition and looking for possible roles for Paul. In the 
process, she became a bit of an amateur theater critic. She kept a note¬ 
book in which she meticulously documented all the minute details of 
performances she attended. She noted costumes that didn't fit, lighting 
that was less than optimal, and staging that failed to fully capture the 
drama on stage. This artistic reconnaissance work was part of her effort 
to help Paul perfect his craft, expand his options, and beat out the com¬ 
petition. 26 It would all payoff handsomely. 

Taboo drew criticism from some Black writers for its stereotypical 
portrayals of Black people, but Paul’s performance received praise from 
all quarters. I lis skill and confidence as an actor was so evident that 
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»hen the show was booked fora European tour in the summer of 1922 
1 with the name then changed from Taboo to ibodoo), Paul was asked to 
remain with the cast despite his relative inexperience. He was not en¬ 
tirely happy w ith the plot and message of I Woo—neither was Essie — 
but they both saw this as a big break and were loathe to pass it up. In 
the 1920s, a handful of Negro actors found steady work in London and 
Paris and a refuge from Jim Crow racism. The couple agreed that Paul 
would travel to England after the end of his school year and remain 
there for the duration of the summer tour. After that, they would decide 
on their next move. 

In June 1922. Essie saw Paul otf at New York Harbor. Two weeks 
earlier, she had gone to the doctor with stomach pain, which turned 
out to he a complication from an old appendectomy. She was told she 
needed to have a serious operation to correct the problem. Essie kept 
all of this a secret from Paul and planned to have the procedure two 
days after his ship set sail for England. Standing on the pier that day, 
sick and in growing discomfort, Essie remained composed. She waved, 
blew kisses, and wished her "baby ” well. They had been married only a 
year. Paul’s late-night and weekend performances and his hours in the 
law library meant that their time together had been already limited and 
■Mined, and here they faced a long separation. A tough-minded, deter¬ 
mined woman. Essie knew the importance of Paul’s first European tour 
and was not about to let him miss the opportunity or be distracted due 
to her ill health. This attitude did not reflect the martyr in Essie; it was 
the manager in her. 

After Paul was on his way. Essie went back to their apartment and 
stayed up most of the night carefully writing twenty-one letters that 
her neighbor would mail to Paul during her hospitalization and conva¬ 
lescence. one letter every few days. Each letter had some slight varia¬ 
tions and gave a sense of advancing time. She ho|»ed that Paul would 
not suspect that anything was awry. After she finished the last letter she 
sat down and cried, hoping all would go well, hoping she had made the 
right decision, but fearful that she was taking a risk and was doing so 
all on her own. Still. Essie had made a plan and she was sticking to it. 27 
Some things proved beyond her control, however. The surgery did not 
go smoothly, and her plan unraveled. 

Two weeks after Paul's departure, she was still in the hospital. Essie’s 
mother tended to her devotedly, visiting her every day and sitting at her 
bedside for hours at a time. Hattie and Minnie visited as well, bringing 
her flowers and culinary contraband (namely some of Hattie’s home- 
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cooked meals). 28 Paul was so focused on making his European debut a 
success that he was slow to realize that something was amiss back home. 
He wrote to Essie dutifully and effusively, but her return letters lacked 
her usual attention to detail. He asked specific questions and described 
the people and places he saw’, but Essie’s replies were bland and vague. 
Throughout their separation, Paul expressed his love and gratitude for 
his “Dolly" and his “precious little wife," signing his letters “Dubby,” 
for darling hubby. “How I long for mv little girl. Always and always,” 
he wrote. 29 He also missed Essie’s talent as a critic and confidante: “So 
anxious for you to see me and criticize. Know you can help me. I feel 
awkward in new positions. I want you and only you to help me.” ,u 

Feeling lonely and adrift, especially since the play w as not going well, 
Paul pressed Essie to join him in England. Finally, she wrote to him 
from her hospital bed, confessing everything and letting him know the 
extent of her illness. Still concerned about what any disruption might 
mean at this critical stage of Paul’s career, Essie encouraged him to stay 
in England and finish what he had started. He was staying at a guest¬ 
house in Plymouth. England, when Essie’s letter reached him telling 
him about her condition, and he broke down in tears. He did try to fol¬ 
low Essie’s advice to make the best of his time in England. But when 
his acting gig ended abruptly, Paul booked passage back to New' York 
immediately. He sat by Essie’s hospital bedside for days, until she was 
finally well enough to be taken home." 

Essie had stoically endured the first few weeks of her illness alone, not 
wanting to burden her husband. In her mind, she did what she did as 
much for herself as for Paul. She had big plans for both of them and was 
not going to allow anything to stand in the way. Essie was not simply a 
selfless and adoring w ife; she was a fully active and engaged spouse and 
business partner. She played a pivotal and indispensable role in Paul’s 
early success. Without her, hts career trajectory may well have been 
quite different. As her 1922 illness shows, her contributions took a toll. 
But her discipline, perseverance, and willingness to sacrifice—traits she 
had learned from her mother—were hard-wired into her very being. 
Any other course w as simply unthinkable. 

After Paul finished Columbia Law School in the spring of 1923, he 
managed to secure a job at a New York law firm through one of his 
school contacts. Negro lawyers were a rarity in predominately white 
downtown firms, and Paul’s first few months at the firm were bumpy at 
best. Even the secretaries and stenographers in the office snubbed him, 
declining to take dictation from him and ignoring his questions about 
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mundane matters like phone messages and office supplies. One even 
called him a “nigger" outright.* 3 With the legal world proving a less 
dignified and rewarding place than Paul had hoped, and the lure of the 
-.tage looming large, he grew increasingly persuaded by Essie’s gentle- 
nudging to return to the theater. 

In 1923 and 1924. Paul was cast in several prestigious stage pro¬ 
ductions. He did Roseanne with the well-known Negro actress Rose 
McClendon and the even more well-known Charles Gilpin; a short run 
of Emperor Jones put on by Eugene O’Neill’s highly respected Province- 
town Players, with Paul in the lead role of Brutus Jones; and another 
O'Neill play. All God's Chilian Got H ingx, in w hich Paul’s character, Jim 
I iarris, has an interracial relationship with a white woman, a provoca¬ 
tive act in the 1920s. Paul even received death threats w hen Chilian was 
announced.” Even though both of these productions featured better 
writing than iaboo. Black political leaders still criticized both Chillun 
and Emperor Jones for promoting negative racial stereotypes. But at 
that stage of their lives both Essie and Paul were more concerned with 
career issues than with politics, and they were willing to have Paul take 
less desirable parts early on with the hope that better opportunities 
would come later. Moreover, Paul felt that Black life should be por¬ 
trayed in its entirety, the bad along w ith the good. In the case of Chtllun 
he told one Black reporter in 1924 that O'Neill was liberal in matters of 
race and that the play actually mocked “petty prejudice" of any kind.' 4 
In terms of Paul's career, a Eugene O'Neill play w ith other noted actors 
was, Essie and Paul agreed, a step in the right direction. The reviews of 
Paul's acting were once again wonderful, and Essie was pleased. 

While Paul was learning his craft. Essie was learning how to get his 
work noticed. Armed with thick skin and unshakable determination, 
she began to network and navigate her w ay into post-World War I high 
society. Essie was a small woman, but she made sure people noticed her 
when she entered a room. I Icr good looks, sharp tongue, and persis¬ 
tence served her well. Essie was engaging, opinionated, and impossible 
to ignore or intimidate. She looked folks directly in the eye and lingered 
on handshakes with people she wanted to know better to make sure they 
registered the encounter. She w as described as “aggressive," "brisk," and 
pushy, as well as witty, insightful, and irresistibly charming.” She could 
Ik- each of these things w hen she needed to be. She used these qualities 
in equal measure to make sure that she and her “fabulously talented" 
Paul met all the right people, went to all the right parties, and seized all 
the ripest opportunities. 
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On January 3. 1925, during a Harlem soiree ai the trendy Edge- 
comb Avenue apartment of NAACP leader Walter White, Essie met 
two people who would become very important to Paul and her: the 
writer and arts patron Carl Van Vechten and his Russian wife, actress 
Fania Marinotf. 16 They became fast friends, with Essie soon referring 
affectionately to Van Vechten by his nickname “Carlo.” In the years to 
come, she would use her friendship w ith Van Vechten to gain access to 
a wider circle of w hite and Black w riters, artists, and patrons on both 
sides ot the Atlantic. 'Through him she met Otto Khan, an eccentric 
Pennsylvania industrialist who would become an important Robeson 
patron, albeit a hardnosed and demanding one.’ 7 Another contact she 
made through the pair was Carolyn Dudley Reagan, the producer of 
Josephine Baker’s Negro Revue. (Essie would later lock horns with Rea¬ 
gan over a broken promise for Paul to appear in one of her shows.) 

Van Vechten, a wealthy w hite man of unconventional interests, be¬ 
came so infatuated with African American culture and artists in the 
1920s and 1930s that the sardonic writer Zora Neale Hurston, also an 
acquaintance of Essie’s, deemed him one of Harlem’s white “Negro- 
ologists." In his own words, he was "enamored w ith all things Negro." 18 
White-haired and pale-skinned. Van Vechten stood out in the streets 
and taverns of New York’s Black enclave, and he enjoyed the attention 
he drew. At rimes. Van Vechten exoticized as much as he adored his 
Black friends and acquaintances. His controversial 1926 novel Nigger 
Heaven garnered stiff criticism from some Black intellectuals and po¬ 
litical people. \V. E. B. Du Bois was disgusted by the novel’s title and 
its content. For her part, Essie liked the novel, presumably viewing its 
seemingly racist title as provocative and twisted sarcasm, rather than 
malevolence.’ 9 

Controversy notwithstanding. Van Vechten was a force to be reck¬ 
oned with in the labyrinthine arts world of the 1920s. He introduced 
many Black writers to downtown publishers, including his friend Alfred 
Knopf, the publisher and philanthropist, and played the unofficial role 
of publicist and agent for others. 

Van Vechten’s w ife had her own colorful past. Fania Marinoff was 
born to a Jewish family in Russia and when she was quite young moved 
first to Boston, then out West. She ran away as a teenager to perform in 
a traveling theater, only be stranded in Omaha before making her way 
to New York City, w here she launched a career as an actress and mar¬ 
ried Van Vechten, settling into a nontraditional but loving partnership 
that included a number of extramarital affairs for Carl. Known for her 
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"extraordinary sense of drama" and “flair," Fania would also become a 
close and devoted friend to Essie for a good many years. 40 

When they met. Carl Van Vechten was almost as captivated by Essie 
as he was in awe of the many talents of her handsome husband. One eve¬ 
ning. at a party at Marinotf and Van Vechtcn's home, he and Essie got 
better acquainted. With the young and talented George Gershwin play¬ 
ing “Rhapsody in Blue" on the piano in the background and Essie wear¬ 
ing a black silk dress w ith matching hat that Minnie Sumner had made 
for her, they chatted about life, art, race, culture, and the wildly tal¬ 
ented people that animated their world. 41 Although quirky and eccen¬ 
tric, Carlo became a lifelong friend and confidante of Essie s. Even 
when living on different continents, and even as the gulf between their 
respective political views widened, they kept up an active correspon¬ 
dence for nearly thirty years. In the 1920s and 1930s their relationship 
was deeply personal, as reflected in the tone and content of their letters. 
“Dearest Carlo, we are marvelously happy ... we feel we could take 
the world apart and put it back together." Essie wrote from England in 
1928. “Dear Carlo and Fania. I am at my wits’ end." she confessed only 
two years later. "I don't know what to do about Raul." Her letters to Van 
Vechten chronicled the ups and downs of her life and marriage 42 

Another couple the Robesons grew quite close to, and spent quite a 
bit of time with in the 1920s. was Walter and Gladys White. Walter was 
a blonde-haired, blue-eyed Negro who. after witnessing a race riot as a 
child, became a lifelong crusader for racial justice. A writer and assis¬ 
tant secretary of the NAACP in 1924. he would soon ascend to the helm 
of the organization in 1931 and become its most influential leader for 
over two decades. During the early years of their marriage, Essie and 
Paul shared many meals with the Whites and attended many parties 
at their Harlem apartment, where talented and distinguished guests 
were commonplace. Walter and Gladys applauded Paul and Essie’s suc¬ 
cesses anti vice versa. YNTien White's first novel. Fire in the Flint, a talc 
of racism and lynching in the South, came out in 1924. Paul read it im¬ 
mediately and w as moved to tears. The Whites hosted a farewell dinner 
tor Paul and Essie when they departed for England in 1925 and Walter 
was at the dock, w ith other friends, to see them off w hen their ship set 
sail. 4 ’ 

One summer evening in August 1924. Essie and Paul were invited to 
a dinner party at the Whites' home, one of many such invitations. The 
writer Jessie Fauset w as there, as was the famed tenor Roland Hayes. 
It was a lively gathering, and the highlight for Essie was an hour-long 
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conversation with Prince Kojo Touvalou Houenou, a descendent of 
Dahomean royalty, publisher, and admirer of Marcus Garvey. While 
the others talked about art, literature, and theater, she and Kojo talked 
about Africa and the African Diaspora. She w as especially interested in 
the work he was doing w ith the French Guyanese writer Rend Maran 
on the new journal Les Continents. Based in Paris, as was Kojo himself, 
the journal aimed to create a global community of Black writers and 
artists in opposition to racism and colonial domination. 44 A few weeks 
later, Essie met up w ith Kojo again at a party given by actor Bob Greer. 
After that she took him to see Paul's performance in All God's Chillun 
Got Wings at the Greenw ich Village Theatre. They spent several more 
afternoons and evenings together before he departed for France. By the 
time he left, a solid friendship had been forged 45 

Harlem in the 1920s was buzzing with cultural activity and many 
publications were launched that showcased Black talent, recognized the 
import of Black culture and history, and affirmed the skill of Negro 
w riters and artists in a way that contradicted some of the basic ideologi¬ 
cal underpinnings of white supremacy. There w ere also rumblings of a 
new political energy that drew from the radical ideas and experiences of 
Caribbean-born Blacks who were settling in Harlem and making their 
presence felt. But just as there was debate among the political actors, 
there was also debate among the coterie of educated Harlem Renais¬ 
sance artists, writers, and intellectuals about what form Black art should 
take, who was its primary audience, and w hether its cultural products 
fairly represented the experience and aspirations of the Black majority. 
Discussions about “primitivism" and authenticity, as well as class and 
priv ilege, were at the center of the verbal fray, along with the eclecti¬ 
cism of the African Diaspora. Essie and Paul were both aware of the 
arguments that were going on but did not formally or forcefully weigh 
in, at least not yet. 4A 

By 1924, Essie had begun to sene in a more olficial capacity as Paul's 
manager, publicist, agent, and sometimes acting coach. It was a new 
profession for her, and she was good at it. One of the more interest¬ 
ing deals that she brokered for Paul in 1924 was his screen debut in 
Oscar Michcaux’s landmark silent film Body and Soul, in which Paul had 
two starring roles as estranged twin brothers, with opposite values and 
temperaments, who loved the same woman. Essie negotiated for Paul 
to receive S100 a week and a percentage of the revenues after the film 
earned its first S40.000. 4 ' The film w as never a box olfice success, so 
the royalties never materialized. Moreover, Paul may have been disap- 
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pointed with the final version of Body and Soul, which Micheaux edited 
heavily. In fact, film scholar Charles Musser goes so far as to suggest 
that “Robeson's involvement in this motion picture proved so distaste- 
ful... that he and his wife avoided mentioning it in writings and inter¬ 
views. It became a taboo subject. Indeed for many years people believed 
that the 1933 version of The Emperor Jones was Robesons cinematic 
debut.” Musser explains that Paul and Essie had three reasons for their 
negative reaction to the film: it was a financial failure and critics were 
less than kind; Micheaux did not treat Paul as an equal but rather as the 
clay he would mold to his own artistic statement; and finally, Micheaux 
was trying to make a convoluted political statement about the need for 
greater Black political consciousness and principled leadership, a mes¬ 
sage that in 1925 neither Paul nor Essie were, in Musser s words, “ready 
to hear.” ,M Indeed, Essie and Paul rarely mentioned Body and Soul or 
Oscar Micheaux after 1925. 

Micheaux, raised in Kansas, the son of former slaves, was the first 
African American feature filmmaker, and he would go on to make 
dozens of films before his death in 1951.^ Essie was fascinated bv the 
filmmaking process. She stayed on set as Paul did his scenes, watching 
and taking notes. 50 She was intrigued by the techniques that Micheaux 
employed to manufacture “virtual reality," from using fans to create the 
illusion of a windstorm, to the use of make-up and lighting to create 
mood. The film industry was still fairly young and unpredictable at this 
time, so Essie continued to hunt for new venues and outlets for Paul's 
talent. 

Essie not only handled the business side of Paul's career—bookings, 
logistics and money—she also embraced the creative end of things as 
well, determined to do all she could to help sharpen Paul's skills and to 
hone his talent. When he had difficulty committing the script of Em¬ 
peror Jones to memory, Essie stayed up late and woke up early rehears¬ 
ing Paul's lines w ith him.They both Inrcame obsessed with making sure 
that Paul mastered the part to perfection—so much so that one morn¬ 
ing while he was taking a bath, script in hand, he called out for Essie to 
come into the bathroom, sit on the side of the tub. and run through a 
section of the play w ith him. Without hesitation she left her breakfast 
anti did just that. “They set to work right there," Essie recounts, in the 
third person: “he immersed in his bath and she perched nearby; they 
took the speech sentence by sentence and phrase by phrase, word by¬ 
word, digging dow n to the meaning of every single comma, until they 
both understood it thoroughly." 51 Paul appreciated all that Essie did for 
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him, and the excitement of his ascendant career and all the new oppor¬ 
tunities that were coming his way only added to his love and desire for 
her. It is clear from Paul's own words that his feelings for Essie were 
deep, passionate, and heartfelt. In one note he wrote “I need you more 
than you could ever know. Need you because I love you and cannot be 
completely happy with you away." 52 'Hie romance was intellectual as 
well as physical: “What joy to talk to you and rehearse with you and 
watch the workings of your mind," Paul wrote. 5 ’ He not only praised 
Essie in private; he also publicly acknowledged her instrumental role in 
his early career. At a party in Pauls honor to celebrate his performances 
in Cbillun and Emperor Jones, he made an eloquent and memorable toast 
to his “dynamic, clever, intelligent little wife." to whom he gave “major 
credit" for his success. 54 They were an unbeatable team, and their pas¬ 
sions lor one another ami what they hoped to accomplish together were 
mutual and intertwined. 

Essie and Paul had personal ambitions, to l>e sure, but they were also 
launching their careers during a time of great political energy and ac¬ 
tivity. Very few of Essie's early w ritings indicate adherence to a specific 
political ideology, but she was in close and frequent contact with some 
people who were very political: activists in the NAACP, Pan-Africanists 
and Garveyites like Kojo Touvalou I iouenou, as well as women’s rights 
activists. Among the women’s rights activists. Stella Bloch Hanau stands 
out. Born in 1890, the daughter of European Jew ish immigrants, Stella 
became an active supporter of the Provincetown Players and helped 
Essie organize Paul’s first musical concert at the Greenwich Theatre 
in 1924. Significantly, Stella was a leftist and a feminist, a graduate of 
Barnard women’s college, an advocate of birth control and reproduc¬ 
tive rights, and an active suffragist before 1920. While there is no tran¬ 
script of her conversations and exchanges w ith Essie, we do know that 
there were many. From 1924 through 1926 in numerous diary entries 
Essie chronicled a close and intense relationship with Stella. They saw 
one another regularly, attended plavs and concerts together, lunched 
and dined together, and met for tea and conversation. It is inconceiv¬ 
able that the two women did not discuss, at least to some extent, the 
ideas about women’s rights and women's sexual freedom that so ani¬ 
mated Stella’s thinking in those davs. So in addition to her communica¬ 
tion with anti-colonialists like Kojo, and anti-racist leaders like Walter 
White, Essie was exposed to women like Stella Hanau. All of these ex¬ 
periences were layered on top of a family tradition of resistance to racial 
repression and restrictive gender roles. Her maternal grandfather had 
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fought the good fight during Reconstruction in South Carolina, and 
her mother had forged her own path, pioneered an independent career 
after her husbands death, and supported the radical political actors in 
Harlem in the World War I era. F.ssie was influenced by a myriad of 
ideas, movements, and personalities in the 1920s, and many longings 
and curiosities had been aroused. 55 Above all else, she loved not only 
Paul and the great talent she saw in him, but also Harlem and all that it 
represented in the third decade of the twentieth century. 
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ONTO THE WORLD STAGE, 1920s 


I almost melt mray znb happiness trben I think 
of the beautiful Jays by have before us. 

Paul Robeson, to Eslanda 

Paul's professional acting career began in 1922, and as he added new 
media to his portfolio he became ever more successful. When Paul’s 
old acquaintance Lawrence Brown returned to New York in 1925 and 
the two men began singing together informally in Essie’s living room, 
she started to think of ways to showcase the beautiful music they made 
together. Paul had displayed his amazing singing voice for friends and at 
parties while he was still in law school, accompanied on piano by his and 
Essie’s friend May Chinn, a virtuoso pianist and medical student. He 
had even had a brief singing career as a member of the Four I larmony 
Kings in the stage show Shuffle Along. But his musical collaboration 
with Brown was on a whole different level. Brown was a highly accom¬ 
plished pianist and had been an accompanist for the celebrated singer 
Roland Hayes. He and Paul quickly developed a personal and a musi¬ 
cal rapport, making, as Essie put it, “a perfect combination." 1 Larry 
thought Paul w as a “unique genius." anil they drew upon one another’s 
talents. 2 They also began to sing a special kind of music together: a 
revised and revitalized form of Negro spirituals to which Paul’s deep, 
soul-stirring voice was perfectly suited. They had other music in their 
repertoire as well. 

The duo sang at private parties while Essie made contacts w ith pro¬ 
spective supporters in the audience, including artists, writers, pro- 
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ducers, and patrons. At a party at the Van Vechtens’ home, Essie intro¬ 
duced Larry Brown to Carlo and told him that he had to hear the new 
musical team. Two days later, at a Sunday gathering at the same venue, 
Larry and Paul gave an informal concert that blew their audience away. 
The reaction w as just as Essie had hoped. As she later wrote. Carlo was 
“amazed”: he “raved about Paul's voice," and literally “jump[edj up and 
down" for more.* With a debut public concert for the two men already 
in the works, Essie used their newfound admirers to make it a raging 
success. 

The Robesons and Brow n attended a party hosted by Alfred Knopf, 
the publisher and arts patron, and his w ife, Blanche. There, they met 
and dined with actress Rita Romilly; Equity Actor’s Union head John 
Emerson; author Theodore Dreiser; and journalist Hcywood Broun. 
(Broun would later write a favorable review of Paul and Larry's first 
concert performance.) Essie also booked the duo a radio performance 
on station WGBS as a preview to the concert. 4 Their growing circle of 
acquaintances included a long list of wealthy and well-connected New- 
Yorkers, Black and white. 

Sunday, April 19, 1925, was the date of Paul and Larry’s first public 
concert at the Greenwich Village Theatre. Essie wrote in her diary: 
“Today is one of the most significant times in our lives." She had worked 
tirelessly to promote the event and her efforts paid off. It was sold out, 
with standing room only. “At 8:15 P M - when the theatre doors opened, 
the lobby, sidewalk and vicinity was packed," Essie reported. After the 
final song in a program featuring Negro spirituals and secular bal¬ 
lads, “There was thunderous applause, lasting three minutes." Paul had 
transformed and revived a genre of Negro spirituals that had a power¬ 
ful, visceral and cerebral effect on his listeners. His audience was exu¬ 
berant. Essie was “very, very happy." seeing Paul's huge potential as an 
artist. 5 

During the weeks that followed, there were two more public con¬ 
certs and many private ones. Essie negotiated a S250 fee for private 
parties, and Paul and Larry sang in Fifth Avenue drawing rooms, at 
dinner parties on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, for teas at the 
Hotel Astor, and at the home of Mrs. Murray Crane, the newspaper 
heiress and art collector w ho hosted a regular salon in her elegant apart¬ 
ment. Essie found Crane to be particularly generous and affable. “She 
made me think of those old fashioned, wholesome philanthropists, just 
big soulcd, appreciative, attractive and a simple personality, and the 
personification of good taste," Essie wrote. 6 Around that same time, a 
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young sculptor named Antonio Saiemme began work on a sculpture of 
Paul, the sale of which, Essie ensured, would yield profits for sculptor 
and subject alike. It was an exciting time for Essie, who ate clams and 
drank champagne for the first time in the company of millionaires. The 
fun and adventure of their new lives notwithstanding, the Robesons’ 
own “lack of money" was still a problem. Essie arranged for personal 
loans to tide them over and hoped that, even if their present financial 
situation was bleak, all of their hard work would all payoff in the future. 7 

Paul and Larry's 192* concert series solidified a friendship and a cre¬ 
ative partnership that would last for many decades. Over time Essie 
would develop her own relationship with Larry, whom she treated as a 
part of the Robesons' extended family—and as her trusted confidante 
when she and Paul were not on the best terms." Many years later Essie 
would look back on their friendship with affection and gratitude, thank¬ 
ing Larry for “having been my loyal fan for lo [sic] these many years.... 
you always encouraged me when I was down, and nobody paid me any 
mind."* In another letter around the same time, Essie promised Larry, 
“Someday I myself will write a proper tribute to you. 1 know what you 
have done, and I think 1 will find the way to say it well." 10 

When Paul and Larry Brown teamed up in the mid-1920s, Essie- 
served as their booking agent and manager. She negotiated an arrange¬ 
ment where the two men would split their earnings fifty-fifty, and she 
would take to percent from each as a fee for her serv ices. She took 
care of the logistics related to their public appearances, negotiated con¬ 
tracts. made travel arrangements, and coordinated publicity. She also 
served as bookkeeper and accountant. Eventually, Essie hired James 
Pond to provide additional booking services that she could no longer 
handle by herself." For Paul, she also remained an invaluable coach and 
career strategist. 1 ic came to rclv enormously on her artistic and busi¬ 
ness acumen. 12 

Essie brought the same toughness to her new job that she had to 
the school playground and to her chemistry classes in college. In fact, 
one day when Paul and Larry were preparing to depart for a concert 
tour, Essie literally wrestled a would-be purse-snatcher to the ground 
on the streets of New York to stop him from stealing Paul and Larry’s 
travel money. She had just gone downtown to a bank on Fifth Avenue 
to withdraw several thousand dollars to cover their expenses. Feeling in 
no danger, Essie casually went about her other business, shopping and 
running errands with the wad of cash tucked in her purse. She went to 
Altman’s department store on Thirty-Fifth Street to purchase some lin- 
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gerie and stockings, and exited the store when all of a sudden she was 
shoved from behind and “elbowed violently against the plate glass win¬ 
dow” by a mugger who had apparently stalked her all the way from the 
bank. Essie refused to be his victim. "How dare you!" she screamed. 
“I won’t give it to you!" Reacting before she had a chance to think, she 
lashed out and pummeled the man w ho was attempting to rob her. More 
than anything, F.ssie was galled that someone w ould see her as easy prey. 
A crowd gathered, the police were called, and the man was eventually 
taken away in handcuffs. “I collected myself and continued shopping," 
she wrote later. "I have never started a tight, but I have always defended 
myself vigorously." 1 * 

In the summer of 1925, after a w hirlw ind of concerts and other pub¬ 
lic appearances, as well as recording sessions with Victor Records, Paul 
was offered another chance to go to England: Essie had negotiated for 
Paul to appear in the London production of Emperor Jones}* With this 
great opportunity in their sights, Essie finally quit her job at the hos¬ 
pital and arranged to accompany Paul to England. In the weeks lead¬ 
ing up to their departure, Essie excitedly shopped with her new friend 
Bert McGhee, and asked her former roommate, Minnie Sumner, to sew 
and alter an entirely new wardrobe for her. Essie was happy that Bert 
and her husband, Harold [Gigj McGhee, were going to be in London 
at the same time. Not only had Essie and Bert become friends, but also 
Gig had worked as a stage manager for Eugene O’Neill’s Province- 
town Players and had agreed to work on the London production of 
Emperor as well. There was a farewell dinner for Essie and Paul, which 
included Walter and Gladys White and other New York City notables, 
and another smaller party hosted bv the Van Vechtens. The Robesons 
borrowed $5,000 from the German-Jcwish banker Otto Kahn to carry 
them until the E mp eror checks began to arrive.' 5 

On August 5, 1925, Essie and Paul began the six-day voyage to En¬ 
gland. the first of Essie's many trips across the Atlantic. When they ar¬ 
rived, they settled into a comfortable furnished flat at 12 Glebe Place 
in Chelsea that Bert McGhee had helped Essie to find. 16 It had high 
ceilings, elegant carpets, a fireplace, and a small garden. To Essie, it 
was “just too lovely."' 7 She and Paul remained there for three months. 
Because racial barriers were not as strictly enforced in England in the 
1920s as in America, the Robesons experienced a level of comfort and 
respect unknown to them back home. Essie recalled the humiliation 
and inconvenience of searching for a decent place to dine after one of 
Paul's performances in New' York City. 18 London was so much better. 
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In addition to the more hospitable social scene, Paul’s work in Em¬ 
peror went very well. The play, which centers on a Black American con¬ 
vict who becomes the dictator of a small Caribbean island, received 
mixed reviews, but Paul’s performances garnered high praise and stand¬ 
ing ovations. Essie wrote to friends back home about the thrill of seeing 
Paul’s name in lights in London: “Ambassador Theatre, Paul Robeson, 
Emperor Jones, the prettiest thing in London. He's an honest to Cod 
Star now," she effused.' 9 Essie beamed as Paul enjoyed the success she 
felt he so rightly deserved and that they had both worked so hard to 
attain. 

They had arrived on England’s shores, however, at an unsettling mo¬ 
ment in the history of the British Empire. In the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, numerous grand “exhibitions" were held to 
showcase the prowess and progress of Western nations. These exhibi¬ 
tions were notoriously racist and pro-imperialist, but in 1924 and 1925 
England put on an exhibition to exceed all others: the British Empire 
Exhibition held at Wembley Stadium in northwest London that was at¬ 
tended, over the course of two years, by some 27 million people.*" One 
of the goals was to promote awareness of the colonies, but in essence 
it was a homage to colonialism. There were photos and displays de¬ 
picting the lives of “the natives." The whole spectacle was so insulting 
to African students living in London that they held demonstrations in 
protest. 21 Even though Essie was a voracious reader and prided herself 
on keeping abreast of the news, there is no indication of her reaction, in 
cither her diaries or letters, to the Empire Exhibition, one of the biggest 
news events to greet them upon their arrival in London in 1925. Perhaps 
she was taking it all in and trying to make sense of it all. 

During their time in England and Europe, Paul and Essie’s world ex¬ 
panded greatly. Paul’s celebrity and success as a stage actor and singer 
opened many doors for them. They lunched with Sylvia Beach, owner 
of the Shakespeare and Company bookstore, and attended parties with 
Ernest Hemingw ay, James Joyce, and Rebecca W est . ' They also spent 
time with an impressive bunch of Bohemian artists, writers, and intel¬ 
lectuals that included Gertrude Stein, the American writer, poet, art 
collector, and host of a famous Paris salon. 2 ' Over the previous three 
years, the Robesons’ fortunes had changed dramatically from sharing a 
small studio apartment and living month to month to being wined and 
dined by .American cultural elites and European nobility. Essie loved 
the glamour of it all, meticulously documenting in her diary all the lun¬ 
cheons, dinners, and parties w ith famous people. Yet she had an intel¬ 
lectual hunger that she was still trying to satisfy. 
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One relationship that Essie formed in London in the summer of 1925 
partially sated that hunger. It was her friendship with the feminist and 
anarchist Emma Goldman, whom she and Paul had met her at a dinner 
party at Estelle Langer Healy’s home in Hempstead soon after they ar¬ 
rived. 24 More than twenty-live years Essie’s senior, Emma already had 
lived quite a colorful life by the time they met. A serious thinker and 
a bold political actor, Goldman had been jailed several times for her 
left-wing activism, once for allegedly plotting to assassinate President 
McKinley and once for distributing banned literature about birth con¬ 
trol to women on the streets of New York City. She was eventually de¬ 
ported to Russia, where she at first supported the Bolshevik Revolution 
and then sharply criticized the new regime as repressive and undemo¬ 
cratic. Goldman was forced to leave the Soviet Union too. She was so 
thoroughly angry and disgusted by what she viewed as the corruption 
and betrayal of the ideals of the revolution that she wrote the book My 
Disillusionment in Russia, which w as published by Doubleday in 1923.” 
In it she blasted L.enin and other Soviet leaders for their persecution 
of Anarchists, deemed "petit bourgeois," and their autocratic tactics. 
Many of her comrades had been jailed, killed, or exiled in the aftermath 
of the Bolshevik Revolution, she wrote. 26 By 1925, Emma was living 
alone in London, spending a good part of the year in France. Essie 
thought Emma had a "fine mind," and found her both stimulating and 
provocative. 

Emma had Essie and Paul to her small London fiat for dinner on 
several occasions, and the three became incredibly fond of one another. 
She was in the audience for many of Paul’s performances and backstage 
for the celebrations afterward. 27 One night the Robesons took her out 
for dinner to one of their favorite restaurants. Villa Villa, and then to 
see Gold Rush, starring Charlie Chaplin. 2 * "It w ill be more dreary and 
lonely in this town when you two are gone than it is now,” Emma con¬ 
fessed. 2 '' After the Robesons returned to New York, Essie and Emma 
kept in touch for years.’ 0 Emma’s letters were filled w ith both politi¬ 
cal commentary and personal news. She signed them “devotedly" and 
“affectionately.” Although the relationship between Emma and Essie 
was largely personal —Essie’s political views had not fully taken shape 
in 1925 — Essie did recognize and admire Emma Goldman as a radi¬ 
cal thinker. She loved hearing Emma talk about her ideas, and found it 
“thrilling,” actually, even though she “disagreed violently" with some of 
the positions Emma espoused (she did not specify which ones). Emma 
did share with Essie and Paul copies of cssavs she had written on vari¬ 
ous topics ranging from feminism to socialism to the arts. She talked 
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to them about “the disheartening experiences" she had had in Russia. 31 
Overall, there was much tenderness and mutual admiration between 
the two women in particular. Other political differences would develop 
later. But when the Robesons left England in 1925, Essie and Emma felt 
they had forged a treasured friendship, one that Emma recognized by 
giving Essie an antique brooch as a token of her affection. 32 The two 
friends would keep one another up to date on their lives throughout the 
decade. 

It was during Essie and Paul's time in London in 1925 that Essie made 
her first trip to Paris, and what a trip it was. She and Bert McGhee 
bought their train tickets, booked a modest hotel, and excitedly snuck 
off to Paris for five glorious days. Essie was eager to see all that she 
could, and their schedule was full every day from morning until after 
midnight. They “taxied all over," took a boat down the Seine, went 
to the Louvre, “dressed up and went to the Moulin Rouge" and the 
risque Holies Bergere, and consumed lots of French wine and Benedic¬ 
tine, a sweet cognac-based liqueur that Essie thoroughly enjoyed." The 
friends were so enthusiastic about experiencing Paris that Essie actually 
“fainted" (or passed out) after one particularly indulgent evening. 34 

When the London production of Emperor closed unexpectedly after 
only five weeks due to financial missteps (and despite Paul’s rave re¬ 
views), Essie and Paul decided to stay in Europe for awhile longer to see 
some of the sights, and to relax and rejuvenate. They left London and 
after another brief stay in Paris traveled by train to the quaint seaside 
village of Villcfranche-sur-Mer on the French Riviera for a wonderiul 
six-week vacation that Essie would never forget. The vistas were beau¬ 
tiful and the climate idyllic, even if a bit chilly in the winter months. 
“ Villefranche is a lovely quiet village at the foot of the southern Alps ... 
[and] one of the most beautiful harbours in the world," Essie wrote.” 

They rented a room with a balcony in a small hotel in the center of 
town. The)' got up at 5 a.m. to watch the glorious sunrise and sat naked 
by the window to feel the sun on their bodies. In the evening, the tem¬ 
perature plummeted and they bundled up and awaited the next morn¬ 
ing’s sunshine. 36 Out their window they could see the penetrating blue 
waters of the Mediterranean Sea and the hills of Cap Ferrat off in the 
distance. In the afternoon, the local fishermen would spread their nets 
on the embankment next to the water to let them dry. Some mornings 
Essie would cause a stir on the street below by sitting on her balcony 
and letting her full, thick hair dry freely in the sunshine. "What’s the 
matter w ith your hair?" a neighbor called up to her one day. “It’s so 
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fat.” Essie was amused and quipped back, “We Negroes use hot irons to 
‘straighten’ out the kinks and wool in our hair ... you w hite people use 
hot irons and permanent waving to put the curl and kinks into yours, to 
make it like ours." 17 

There were a number of expatriates and world travelers who mi¬ 
grated to this part of France in the 1920s—writers, artists, and intel¬ 
lectuals, Black and white. It was during that winter in Europe that the 
Robesons encountered Max Eastman and Claude McKay. 18 Eastman 
was a radical socialist publisher and writer who had edited The Masses 
magazine until it was shut down by the U.S. government during World 
War 1 for its dissident anil radical views—after which he founded The 
Liberator, a socialist magazine focused on politics, philosophy, and art 
that featured equally dissident views. He was accompanied by his new 
wife, Elena (Eliena) Krylenko, a Russian artist whom he had met dur¬ 
ing his stay in the Soviet Union. 19 After having lived in Harlem for 
several years, the Jamaican-born Claude McKay was in a kind of self- 
imposed exile in Nice, France (a short train ride from Villefranche-sur- 
Mcr), writing sharp and biting criticisms of U.S. politics and culture. 
McKay’s militant protest poem “If We Must Die," published in The 
Liberator in 1919. had established him as the angry and eloquent icon 
of a new generation of Black artists and writers. In 1922 he had trav¬ 
eled to the Soviet Union and during almost a year there had met some 
of the leading revolutionary intellectuals, including Nikolai Bukharin, 
and delivered a speech before the Fourth Congress of the Third Inter¬ 
national (Congress of Deputies) in Moscow. 40 The experience had a 
powerful effect on McKay and it was still very much in die forefront 
of his thinking two years later. Essie and Paul spent many evenings and 
afternoons with McKay and w ith Max and Elena Eastman listening to 
them “talk about Russia and Socialism," among other things. 41 

Paul hit it off with McKay right away. Essie liked him too, at first, 
and described him as “charming ... w ith beauty all through him." The 
first evening that the Robesons spent with Eastman and McKay, the 
group of four had a lovely quiet dinner in a tiny restaurant in Nice, 
walked the narrow streets to a late night cafe for coffee, then danced at 
the Casino. 4 ^ After one of their late-night dinner conversations McKay 
sent a message to Essie by way of a letter to Paul. It implied that Essie 
had offered to contact the noted bibliophile Arturo Schomburg on 
McKay’s behalf about a manuscript he had sent to him. McKay asked 
Paul to tell Essie she need not do him the favor since he had finally 
heard from Schomburg indirectly himself. The reference to Essie, at 
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that point, was cordial and collegial. Before long, however, friction de¬ 
veloped between McKay and Essie. Essie was straightforward and opin¬ 
ionated, and McKay took exception to some of her views. They differed 
sharply over the condition of Black artists in the United States, the role 
of white patrons, and the state of Black arts generally. McKay was cyni¬ 
cal and pessimistic, while Essie was hopeful, perhaps naively so, about 
the fate and future of Negro artists like Paul. The precise content of 
their disagreement was not recorded, but the tone of the exchange was. 
She and McKay exchanged several heated letters with those penned by 
him subtly accusing her of being parochial and “racial” in her thinking 
rather than “universal” 4 ’ 

A week later McKay wrote to Paul “to apologize” to both Paul and 
Essie for his apparently rude behavior during one of their evenings 
together, presumably related to his ongoing exchanges with Essie. Me 
assured Paul that any perceived insult was unintentional, and expressed 
his hope that neither Paul nor “Eslanda" were “angry over the incident." 
The “incident" may well have referred to what both Essie and Max 
Eastman described as loud, obnoxious, and argumentative behavior by 
McKay after an evening of drinking. Paul either forgave McKay or did 
not take offense. Essie, however, reconsidered her earlier impression 
of McKay and decided she flat-out did not like him. At one point Essie 
concluded that McKay was “crude and common,” confiding to her diary 
at one point in even more blunt and caustic language that he was “an 
illbred horrid nigger" —and she wanted nothing more to do with him. 44 
Whatever McKay really thought of Essie, and his private descriptions 
of her might have been just as biting as hers were of him, he obviously 
respected her enough as a peer to engage her about serious intellectual 
questions, and to offer an apology when he felt he had overstepped. 
Significantly, the apology was filtered through Paul and may have been 
offered more for his liencfit than for Essie's. Still the one word McKay 
used in print to describe Essie w as “formidable.” 4 ' That she was. 

Such was the effect Essie sometimes had on people: she was at once 
infuriating and impossible to ignore. She was vocal and vehement and 
not overly concerned w ith diplomacy. She once declared that the stage 
performance of the often scantily clad performer Josephine Baker was 
“cheap, dirty and stupid;" and she referred to one New York acquain¬ 
tance, Lenorc Ulric, who performed in the Broadway production of 
Lula Belle in blackface, as “an utter ass," albeit a nice one. 46 Many years 
later, civil rights organizer Bayard Rustin said that Essie “bulldozed her 
way through" obstacles and was a classic “1 don't take shit from any- 
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body" type of Black woman. 4 ' Rustin, of course, only knew one side of 
her and saw her through his own lens. Smart and talented men with a 
great sense of their own importance, men like Rustin and McKay, often 
experienced Essie as a bulldozer. Another way to view her manner, how ¬ 
ever, is that she simply refused to be bulldozed herself. 

Intellectual debates and personal friction aside, Essie relished her 
rime in France. She felt both calm enough and stimulated enough dur¬ 
ing their brief time there to focus on her own nascent literary aspira¬ 
tions. Somewhere along the way she had decided she wanted to try her 
hand at creative writing. She managed to complete an entire play during 
her time in France, and she hoped to shop it around to producers when 
she returned home. The Robesons set sail for the States on Decem¬ 
ber 16, 1925, the day after Essie's thirtieth birthday, w hich was marked 
by a small celebration with friends in Paris. 'Fhey arrived in New York 
Harbor three days before Christmas. 

The end of 1925 and start of 1926 was a period of turmoil and ad¬ 
justment in Essie and Paul’s intimate relationship. They were figur¬ 
ing out how to handle Paul’s new fame and their demanding schedules, 
as well as facing the normal difficulties and challenges of married life. 
They spent Christmas 1925 apart, with Paul visiting his sister. Marian, 
in Philadelphia and Essie having dinner with friends in New York. The 
day after Christmas, Essie confessed in her diary that she was con¬ 
templating having an alfair, implying that she felt Paul was not paying 
enough attention to her. She abandoned that idea once his affections 
became more forthcoming. Still, they sometimes slept in separate beds 
and socialized independently of one another. 41 * 

After the beautiful and pristine villages of Europe, it was difficult to 
return to the States and to immediately begin a grueling three-month 
concert tour through the w intry Northeast and Midwest, including to 
Detroit, Milwaukee, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, and Chicago. 49 It was a 
tough and hectic tour w ith both of them grinding through every day. 
Paul sang his heart out for crowds big and small, and Essie hustled as 
publicist, travel manager, and personal assistant. On this tour anti many 
tours to come, Essie worked the phones, handled reporters, networked 
with potential benefactors, and looked after Paul physically and emo¬ 
tionally. When he got a cold, she tucked him into bed and found a doc¬ 
tor to prescribe medication. When he felt that new material was testing 
his vocal range, she found a voice coach to tutor him and nurrure his 
development as a singer. And of course thev continued to suffer the in¬ 
dignities of American racism in blatant and subtle forms. While walk- 
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ing down the streets of Chicago during the 1926 tour, a car of rowdy 
whites pulled up next to them and veiled out racial epithets. The Robe¬ 
sons were offended and annoyed, but not stunned or stymied by the 
incident. 50 

When Paul’s tour ended in March 1926, the couple returned to New 
York City exhausted and ready to once again put a little distance be¬ 
tween them. They took separate vacations. According to Essie’s diary, 
Paul went to Atlantic City alone, with her blessing, and she went with 
her friend Minnie Sumner to the luxuriously decadent villa of beauty 
magnate A’Leila Walker, daughter and heir to the fortune of the famed 
cosmetics tycoon Madame C. J. Walker. I.ewaro, her famed Hudson 
Valley estate, was a weekend retreat for many of Harlem's elite. 51 For 
two days, Essie enjoyed a beautiful suite overlooking the river, ate well, 
relaxed, and then packed up and took the train home. Paul was wait¬ 
ing to greet her upon her arrival, and it was back to business for both 
of them. But things were still up and down. They sometimes argued 
over money, which was still tight. In May, they fought after Paul spent 
money on something Essie deemed frivolous. A month later, he came 
home drunk, “again," at 3:30 in the morning. Essie wrote in her diary 
that she “was disgusted” by Paul’s behavior. Out of spite, or perhaps 
frustration, Essie w'cnt out and got drunk with her friend Minnie a 
week later, guiltlessly admitting she had had “great fun" in doing so. 
Around this time, Paul also seemed to be becoming interested in other 
women, which caused Essie to be concerned but not worried. 52 

By June 14, however, presumably after some talk and reflection, Essie 
felt that she and Paul were on a better footing. “We sort of started life 
all over again." she wrote. 51 Essie was not only still working to promote 
Paul and Larry's careers when they came back to the States; she was also 
still trying to jumpstart her own new career. She was trying to find a 
producer for the play she had written in France. She had titled it “Aunt 
llagar’s Children," after an Old Testament character: the Black female 
slave who bore children for Abraham. Thus, in Black folklore 11 agar’s 
children are sometimes referred to as the children of Africa, presumably 
including those in the Diaspora. In any case, Essie's play followed in the 
footsteps of many Harlem Renaissance works of fiction by including 
and addressing the liveliness of Negro folk traditions, the differences 
between the Black North and the Black South, and the role of music 
and dancing as the centers of Black cultural life. Essie’s play begins at a 
church picnic in rural Georgia with characters speaking in a heavy, al¬ 
most exaggerated. Black Southern vernacular. Against a background of 
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hog roasting, banjo playing, and dreams of a better life, Essie describes 
the migration of a Southern Black man, “WC " from the fields of Geor¬ 
gia to the throbbing nightlife of Harlem. After the heartache of leaving 
his lover, Sally, behind, the humiliation of racism on a Jim Crow train, 
and his confusion about how to fit in and get ahead in the North, he 
finally settles in, finds happiness (with his Southern girlfriend joining 
him), and at long last feels as at home with his people in the North, just 
as he hail in the South. The message seems to underscore the impor¬ 
tance of perseverance, acceptance, and community as bulwarks against 
societal racism. 'ITc play is short, rough around the edges, and has a 
sense of incompleteness about it. Essie even described it as an “outline" 
but nevertheless had it copyrighted on May 1.1926, with the hope and 
expectation of publication —though that never did happen. 54 

At one end of the spectrum, the Robesons’ social calendar included 
elegant parties with the likc^ of New Zealand-born opera singer Frances 
Alda, the Guggenheims, and w riter H. L. Mencken. 55 They even made 
a trip to California to meet with filmmaker Cecil B. DcMillc about a 
possible movie deal, which Paul signed a contract for, but because of 
scheduling conflicts, never resulted in a movie. Essie attended dozens 
of theater and concert performances, sometimes going to three or four 
shows a week, and occasionally attending one production two or three 
times. She surveyed the cultural landscape w ith great thoroughness and 
precision. Paul sometimes accompanied her, but more often did not. 
Still, Paul and Essie continued to see and enjoy the company of their old 
Harlem crowd, both those inside and outside of show business. Essie 
also attended sorority meetings, went to the NAACP's various social 
events, and spent a lot of time w ith her old friend Minnie Sumner, who 
w as like a sister to her. They shopped, talked, and went to dinners and 
parties together. 

In 1926 Minnie had her own personal trauma and perhaps in sonic 
ways Essie was helping her to get through it. Minnie was married to 
Essie and Paul’s friend William Patterson (Pat), a lawyer who would 
later become a leading figure in the Communist Party. In the fall of 
1926, however. Pat w as embroiled in a tabloid sex scandal—after having 
been literally caught (by private detectives) with his pants down in a 
Harlem hotel room w ith another woman. That incident, which was 
splashed across the front pages of traditionally Black newspapers, pub¬ 
licly humiliated Minnie and contributed to the unraveling of their 
short, tumultuous marriage. 56 Essie was there for her. 

While Minnie’s marriage was falling apart, Essie’s relationship with 
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Paul was good again: not perfect, but relatively stable. In early 1927, 
Essie became pregnant with the couple's first child. While she had got¬ 
ten pregnant once before they were married, this time Essie was not 
only ready for motherhood, she was thrilled at the news of her preg¬ 
nancy. Essie had feared that she might not be able to have children be¬ 
cause of her medical history (and possibly, her 1921 abortion), so this 
pregnancy felt fragile and important. There is even some evidence to 
suggest that she saw a fertility doctor to try to help her to conceive. 57 
Once the baby was on the way she was careful to take all the necessary 
precautions, such as eating healthily, taking long naps, and cutting back 
on her travel. Even though she knew she would not be able to join them, 
she made plans for Paul and Larry Brown to do a concert tour in France 
and England in the late fall of 1927, when she would be seven and eight 
months pregnant. Paul expressed concern about Essie’s health, but they 
both agreed that the concert tour was too important to miss. 

Paul and Larry boarded the ship bound for Europe on October 15, 
1927. The two men had carved out a niche for themselves over the pre¬ 
vious two years, singing their own versions of Negro spirituals that were 
impressing audiences throughout New York City and beyond. To show¬ 
case this rediscovered and reconfigured genre and promote Paul's repu¬ 
tation as a singer as well as an actor. Essie had arranged for the duo to 
appear in a scries of concerts in France and England. 5 " Aboard the ship, 
still worried about leaving Essie given her condition, Paul wrote to her 
expressing his love and gratitude. “I love you more than 1 love my very 
self." he professed. “I almost melt away with happiness when 1 think of 
the beautiful days we have before us." A few weeks later, Paul gushed 
in another letter, “I have grown in these two months of separation to 
love you with a love that seems unbelievable to me. Nothing matters 
but you —I don’t matter—the world doesn't matter and I am so anxious 
to see you to show you a new love." 59 The days ahead would not be as 
purely happy or loving as Paul promised. But at that moment, with his 
career on an upward trajectory and a new' baby on the way, Paul recog¬ 
nized that the one other person most responsible for his success and 
happiness was Essie. For her part, Essie must have also felt very secure 
in her relationship and confident about her future with Paul and the life 
and family they were building together. 
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REMAPPING A MARRIAGE, 
CAREER, AND WORLDVIEW, 
1927-1933 


I realize that people are not going to Ine my life for me. 

I am going to hair to Inr it myself. 

Eslanda Robeson 

In the full of 1927, Paul Robeson was in Europe, preparing for his debut 
concert in Paris set for October 29 at the opulent Salle Ciaveau The¬ 
atre. Built in 1905, the Salle Ciaveau was a gilded masterpiece by archi¬ 
tect Jacques I lermant and one of the most desirable concert venues 
in Paris. The night of Paul's concert, the 1.700-seat concert hall was 
filled to capacity, with a glittering array of notable people in attendance, 
and the reviews were magnificent. 1 Meanwhile, Essie was in New York, 
nine months pregnant and struggling physically. In letters home, Paul 
thanked Essie profusely for her selflessness. “So many thanks, darling, 
for all you have done for me —for my career, for your patience and care 
and devoted love. And know whatever I achieve shall have been due in 
great part to your unselfish interest and devotion."•' 

Four days after the Paris concert, Essie gave birth to the couple's first 
anil only child, Paul Jr. And once again, she was alone and in pain at a 
critical moment in her life. She successfully delivered a healthy—and 
enormous—eleven-pound baby, but she did not recover quickly. A few 
weeks after Paul Jr.’s birth, Essie developed phlebitis and an abscess in 
her breast.' She was bedridden, but reluctant to interrupt Paul's concert 
tour by telling him, especially since he w as receiving such rave reviews. 
A similar scenario had occurred five years earlier, during his first trip 
to Europe in 19:2. But this time, after weeks of w atching Essie sutler, 
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her mother intervened and sent Paul a cable telling him how sick his 
wife was. Feeling anxious about Essie's condition, and perhaps a little 
guilty for having been away so long, Paul returned to the States on 
December 26 to see Essie and meet his two-month-old son and name¬ 
sake. 

Essie’s full recuperation would take months. It was not until Janu¬ 
ary that she began “to feel human again ." 4 She did manage, however, to 
send a few cards and letters to friends, gleefully announcing the birth 
of their son. In 3 note to the Van Vechtens, she described the baby as 
“beautiful," with “black velvet eyes and black satin hair—lots of it."' In 
another letter, Essie wrote that she used to cry as a result of “nervous 
exhaustion," but the exhaustion of motherhood made her “grin at the 
slightest provocation ." 6 

The birth of her son was indeed a happy time for Essie. Relieved 
to have delivered a healthy child, even if her own health was still frag¬ 
ile, Essie finally allowed herself to relax. l*he last months of her preg¬ 
nancy had been difficult, not only physically, but emotionally as well. In 
October. Essie had received the devastating news that her young friend, 
the newly married Clarissa Scott Delaney, had died tragically of kid¬ 
ney disease after a short six-month illness. 7 Clarissa (Clare, as she was 
know n to family anti friends) had visited Essie and Paul when they were 
in London in August of 1925. She had stayed with them at their flat in 
Chelsea, and had dined, shopped, and gone sightseeing all over Lon¬ 
don with them. Essie fondly recalled “many jolly evenings" with “young 
beautiful" Clare. There were “long evenings in our charming drawing 
room lounging about[,] discussing Art and Love and Life." Clare Scott 
Delaney had been a budding poet of the Harlem Renaissance w ho had 
worked briefly as a teacher and social worker l>eforc marrying lawyer 
Hubert Delaney. A graduate of Wellesley College and daughter of edu¬ 
cator Emmet Scott, Clare, like Essie, had been a member of the Delta 
Sigma Theta sorority. Clare had been so full of life and vers e and ambi¬ 
tion, planning a long and happy life. Essie must have been struck by the 
sad irony of losing Clare only three short weeks before she gave birth. 
Memories of “lovely Clare" stayed with Essie for some time, tempered 
only by the happiness of her new baby. 8 

By April Essie had recovered from her post-childbirth complica¬ 
tions and slow ly resumed her various managerial duties. Paul returned 
to Europe to work. He was already committed to performing in a new 
production of the musical Sboz: Boat at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, 
in London, as well as a series of matinee concerts with Larry Brown 
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at the same theater. The plan was for Essie to join him as soon as pos¬ 
sible. In May 1928, she left her six-month-old baby in the care of her 
mother and sailed to London. Essie had made arrangements for Paul Jr. 
and her mother to spend the summer at a vacation house in Oak Blulfs 
on Martha's Vineyard while she got things set up for them all to be 
together in London. 

Also on board the ship to England was Essie's Greenwich Village 
friend Naomi Bercovici. a Romanian sculptor married to the Jew¬ 
ish writer Konrad Bercovici. known for his sympathetic treatment of 
Roma (Gypsy) culture. After the fanfare of her departure —with a lively 
“bon voyage party" on the ship-Essie settled in to a series of long, 
rambling, and sobering conversations with Naomi as they glided across 
the great expanse of the Atlantic. They talked not only about their com¬ 
mon friends in New York but also about the radical activist-intellectuals 
Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman. and the French writer Emile 
Zola. It was the first time that Essie had heard details of the Russian 
pogroms, which had begun in the 1800s and continued into the twen¬ 
tieth century, and she was shocked. Bercovici, herself associated with 
anarchism, told Essie about “the worldwide persecution of the Jews." 
Essie was so overwhelmed that she wrote in her diary: "Lynching and 
burning at the stake seemed a little tame after listening to the horrible 
details of the pogroms." ’ I Icr conversations with Bercovici were a pan 
of her deepening political awareness of global injustices. 

Paul met Essie at London's Waterloo Station and took her back to 
a small flat he had rented near the theater and bustling Regent's Park. 
Essie was thrilled to be reunited with Paul. Soon after her arrival in 
London, Essie sat in the audience of the cavernous Theatre Royal, 
Drury Lane, proudly watching Paul perform w hat would become his 
signature ballad. “Old Man River." He was in top form. As his powerful 
voice filled the theater, Essie studied the audience's reaction. They went 
wild with "stomps and cheers." 10 she reported with approval. The critics 
agreed. A review article in the Daily Exprrxs exclaimed, “We sat there¬ 
in a trance ol noiseless ecstasy as he touched our heart-strings with his 
marvelous voice."" .-Vs for his acting performance in Sb<m' Boar, it was 
such a hit that the Queen of England and the Prince of Wales attended 
performances, as did many other famous Europeans and Americans. 
Essie was ecstatic about Pauls dual musical and theatrical triumphs. 12 
In her words, she was “seething with ambition for him.” 1 ’ Essie wrote 
to friends in New York expressing joy at the new life they were making 
in England. 14 
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Some months after Essie arrived in England she sent for her mother 
and baby. Even though Paul Jr. was by all indications an affable, delight¬ 
ful child, Essie was far too busy for full-time motherhood. She made 
the arrangements for her mother—Ma Goode, as she was then called by 
the family—to move in with them and be Paul Jr.'s full-time caregiver, 
a role she would fill for well over a decade. Stem and no-nonsense, the 
elder Eslanda was not a traditional cookie-baking grandmother, but she 
enjoyed taking care of her only grandson and, when he was older, she 
charmed and entertained him with her wonderful talent tor storytell¬ 
ing.'* This arrangement freed Essie to travel with Paul, attend meetings 
and performances, and fulfill her increasingly demanding managerial 
duties. 16 

By 1928, Paul was receiving more offers to perform than he could 
possibly accept. On the table were a film role and plans for a two-month 
concert series in the United States that would include a booking at Car¬ 
negie Hall, where he would appear in white tie and tails and sing to a 
captivated audience of four thousand. Io top it all off, Paul signed a 
contract to perform the powerful lead role in Shakespeare s Othello, to 
be staged at London’s Savoy Theatre in the spring of 1930. This would 
be a high point in his ascendant career. He would l>e only the second 
Black actor to play the part. While Paul’s work on stage was glamorous, 
Essie’s backstage work was gritty and thankless. She minimized nega¬ 
tive publicity, dealt with thorny business problems, and tried to keep 
their domestic lives organized and on stable ground. 

In January 1930. before rehearsals for Othello began. Paul and Larry 
Brown began another concert tour, this time through Central and East¬ 
ern Europe. Essie went along and chronicled the trip in her diaries. 
They went to Prague, Bucharest. Dresden. Dusseldorf. Cologne. Brno, 
Czernowitz, and Vienna. Essie traipsed through museums in most of 
these cities and always made a point to look for whatever African art or 
artifacts they had on display. In Vienna she met up with Percy Julian, a 
young African American chemist-a friend of a friend-studying for 
his doctorate at the University of Vienna (Julian would later become a 
pioneer in the field of medicinal chemistry). While Paul and Larry re¬ 
hearsed, she and Julian toured the campus and the city.'" 

In Brno, Czechoslovakia. Essie. Paul, and Larry danced the night 
away in the city’s lively cabarets. Poland was a different matter. Still 
cognizant of the stories of pogroms that Naomi Bercovici had told her, 
Essie met an Austrian Jew whom she did not name in her diary, but who 
told her of rampant anti-Semitism and the horrible treatment ol Jews 
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there by both civilians and the military. 18 This was a sobering encounter 
that would have an even more significant effect on Essie later, as the fas¬ 
cist movement in Europe unfolded. 

In March the Robesons were off for ten days to the small picturesque 
mountain town of Territet, Switzerland, to work on an edgy experi¬ 
mental silent film called Borderline. It was a film in which Paul played 
the character of Pete, a Black man living quietly in a Swiss border town 
until his girlfriend (or wife, it is unclear which) arrives and everything 
changes. Essie herself took the role of Paul’s troubled love interest and 
partner, Adah, who is at the center of the controversy. The plot of the 
hour-long film is barely decipherable with its montage of scenes con¬ 
nected ever so slightly to one another. Still it was Essie’s cinematic 
debut, and she enjoyed being in the spotlight. 

The film revolves around Adah's taboo affair with a local white man, 
Thorne, and the confusion, chaos, and racial animus that the affair un¬ 
leashes. When the illicit relationship is discovered, the man’s wife goes 
mad and is accidentally killed in a scuffle with him. The local people are 
furious, and first Adah, then Pete, are seemingly blamed and ultimately 
forced to leave town. Essie’s character is a sultry seductress who peers 
over her shoulder or from beneath a sexy hat with an air of mystery. 
Even though she had no training and no acting experience, and despite 
a rather jumbled script, Essie's performance was compelling. Absent 
any dialogue, facial expressions and body language were key. In that re¬ 
spect the Borderline director demanded more of Essie than of Paul, who 
stood still with a sad, pensive look for most of his on-screen time. Essie, 
meanwhile, fought with her white lover, offered a look of curious an¬ 
ticipation at the prospect of reuniting w ith Pete, and finally, suitcase in 
hand, turned her back on the troubled little town and walked away. In 
the end hers was a tragic character who loses her husband, her lover, and 
her reputation. The role allowed Essie to be expressive and to showcase 
her natural talent. Kenneth MacPhcrson, the producer and director, 
praised her acting ability. One reviewer years later described Border¬ 
line as “both of its time and decades ahead of it. Its fusion of racism 
anti sexuality would not be seen again until well into the postwar era." 10 
Others cite the film’s modernist and even feminist sensibilities.** Essie 
described the avant-garde film as vague, “futuristic," and very “high 
brow," but she delighted in having had the experience. 21 She sent letters 
home jokingly boasting of her big film debut. 22 

The Borderline project involved some eccentric British and American 
artists, most notably the Bohemian poet, novelist, and expatriate Hilda 
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Doolittle (H.D.), and her friends and lovers Kenneth MacPherson and 
Bryher (Annie Winifred Ellerman Bryher), whose small production 
company, POOL, bankrolled the low-budget film. 25 Essie and Paul 
were only on the set for a little over a week, but Essie enjoyed the lively 
and fun-loving crowd of actors and filmmakers that they were work¬ 
ing with, and she kept in touch with H.D. and Brvher for some time 
after the filming ended. Essie harbored fond memories of the filming 
of Borderline , and the singing, dancing, drinking, and w ild conversations 
that accompanied it. The town of Territet was so lovely that she would 
later send her mother and son there for an extended stay, and would re¬ 
turn many times herself. When their contributions to Borderline were 
finished, Paul and Essie packed up and moved on to their next project. 
The film would open in November to tepid reviews. It was “stopped at 
U.S. Customs because of its frank treatment of racial discrimination 
and interracial sex." 24 

A concert tour through Scotland in late March of 1930 was a differ¬ 
ent experience altogether. 25 Everywhere they went they encountered 
African and Afro Caribbean students and workers. Nigerian and West 
Indian students provided Paul and Essie with an opportunity to talk 
and hear about the experiences of racism that the Black students en¬ 
dured as well as their memories of home. After Pauls concert they met 
with small groups of young Africans w ho sought them out. In particu¬ 
lar, a young Nigerian named Ornw u offered a vivid description of the 
discriminatory treatment that Blacks were facing in Scotland, where 
interestingly, Essie's grandfather had obtained his college education (in 
Edinburgh) more than a half-ccntury earlier. 26 Paul and Essie had both 
already begun to take a greater interest in Africa and the African Dias¬ 
pora through books, art, and the broad international community that 
they encountered in their travels. 

Having won rave reviews on the New York stage since 1923, Paul was 
already a rising celebrity w hen they settled in England in 1928. But after 
his London performances and European concert tours, he was as close 
to being an international superstar as a Black man could get in those 
days. Essie and Paul enjoyed professional success, a deluge of social en¬ 
gagements, and newfound prominence. But even as Paul’s artistic status 
soared, his and Essie’s marriage l>cgan to unravel. 

Paul Robeson was a complicated man: enormously talented, intel¬ 
lectually' intense, and deeply passionate about art, world cultures, and 
language (his political passions would come later). He was also gentle, 
charming, seductive, and physically beautiful, and many women gravi- 
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tated toward him. Paul, like Essie, had an insatiable desire for new ex¬ 
periences and relationships. For Essie, those relationships were largely 
platonic. For Paul, many were not. Paul had enjoyed affairs with other 
women since the early years of his marriage to Essie, but he had always 
treated Essie as his primary partner. And he had always been discreet; 
it was understood that as Mrs. Robeson. Essie would be afforded some 
respect and deference. 2 ' 

In 1930, however, Paul began a relationship with a young British 
woman named Yolande Jackson that would prove quite different than 
his usual affairs. Paul was not only sexually involved with Yolande; he 
became deeply involved emotionally as well. In the book Essie wrote 
with Pearl Buck years later, she commented that Americans had “im¬ 
mature*' attitudes about sex anti that "there was nothing sacred about 
sex —it was just an urge like other normal urges." 2 ® Presumably then, if 
this affair had simply been about sex, or sex and friendship, Essie might 
have been able to once again look the other way. But it was more than 
that. 

Yolande Jackson was a British actress from a wealthy family with a 
sharp wit, a hearty laugh, a carefree spirit, and a flair for the extrava¬ 
gant. She was not much of an intellectual, was a mediocre performer, 
and was more often described as “attractive" rather than beautiful, but 
Paul was captivated. The situation was further complicated w hen Essie 
discovered yet another intimate relationship Paul was having, with the 
young actress Peggy Ashcroft. Knowledge of this second relationship 
threw Essie into a complete tailspin. Ashcroft, newly married herself, 
had just played opposite Paul in the London production of Otbrllo. 
Essie hail befriended Peggy and supported her nascent career, so she 
felt doubly betrayed. 29 

Essie confronted Paul about Ashcroft in w hat, by all indications, was 
a blunt and emotional letter. The confrontation occurred after Essie 
discovered and opened a love letter from Peggy to Paul. Although there 
arc no extant copies of Essie's letter (it is referenced in Paul’s reply), 
judging by his response, she was both devastated and furious. But in¬ 
stead of being contntc, as Essie might have expected, Paul was angry at 
her for opening his mail and violating his privacy. 

By the end of September, Paul and Peggy had ended their affair 
but he had decided he wanted a divorce from Essie so he could marrv 
Yolande. Essie and others warned him that an open affair and possible 
marriage to a white woman would do terrific damage to his career, but 
Paul was undeterred. He did not care about the consequences, he in- 
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sisted: he wanted to be with Yolande and he was determined to do just 
that.* 0 Essie was at first devastated, then confused and frustrated, and 
finally angry but accepting. She wrote in her diary with a tone of hard- 
edged resignation: “I am surely a jackass if ever there was one. 1 should 
have seen the handwriting on the wall. Fancy believing his lies right up 
’til the last. He was a smooth one though. He must have been lying to 
me for five years steadily. Well, I'll never let another man know what 
goes on in my mind and heart. Paul has told me I refuse to face things 
etc. But now I know, and now I shall face things squarely. We will begin 
from here."* 1 

After the Ashcroft revelation, and w ith the know ledge that the even 
more serious relationship with Yolande was ongoing, Essie sent her 
mother and young son to Sw itzerland and then Austria for an extended 
stay so that she could try to sort things out with Paul. They would re¬ 
main there for some time, joined for several months by Essie's brother 
John, who had come over to be with family after some health prob¬ 
lems.* 2 No quick progress was made toward mending the rift between 
Paul and Essie, but they did travel together to visit Paul Jr. a week be¬ 
fore Christmas 1930. After that. Paul traveled back to the States alone 
on business. In late December, Essie wrote calmly to the Van Vechtens 
that Paul had fallen in love with another woman and, while she was ini¬ 
tially devastated that he had “not only strayed but gone on a hike," she 
had resigned herself to the situation. “Be nice to Paul," she urged, gen¬ 
erously. “His life is rather complicated just now "*' Essie was not being 
disingenuous. She did want friends to know her side of the story and 
she was not prepared to l»c a silent victim. Paul had left her and she was 
understandably angry. Still, she had not closed the door on the possi¬ 
bility of their getting back together. And in a sense she was acting in 
her usual fashion, that is, worrying and taking care of Paul. Even when 
they were no longer living together as a married couple, her protective 
reflex endured. 

Calm, but heartbroken and with trepidation about what would come 
next, Essie began searching for ways to fill the void. After all, Paul had 
been everything to her: friend, lover, business partner, and more. Sev¬ 
eral times she put her scientific sensibilities aside and, on the advice 
of her friend Cecil Gillot, paid visits to a clairvoyant, a psychic, and 
a palm reader. The future must have seemed uncertain indeed. The 
floorboards beneath her had given way and she was grasping for some¬ 
thing to hold on to. So there Essie sat, in a cluttered little room at 24 
Harrington Street in London's Kensington neighborhood, holding a 
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crystal in her hand and listening to Miss Nell St.John Irvine predict her 
future, telling her she would divorce, remarry, achieve financial secu¬ 
rity, and enjoy great success from her “own creative work." Her real 
future would unfold quite a bit differently.* 4 

The years between 1930 and 1932 were extremely difficult for Essie, 
and there were times she felt as if she were losing control of every¬ 
thing she had built and come to relv on. She was hospitalized more 
than once.* 5 But determined and ever resilient, she began to see her 
new situation as an opportunity for growth. She began actively cultivat¬ 
ing her expanding interests in writing and in Africa. Essie had already 
worked on a number of writing projects, most of which had yielded in¬ 
complete or unpublishable results. But she persevered. A few months 
after things with Paul came to a head, she traveled back to the U.S., to 
her mother's home state of South Carolina to research a new novel, a 
fictionalized account of her mother’s and grandmother's lives. With this 
writing project, and many others to come, Essie took a special interest 
in women—how they managed life's obstacles and how they negotiated 
with and navigated the world around them. 116 During her time in South 
Carolina, she stayed with Marian Paul, a southern civil rights activist 
and friend of the Cardozo family. She also w ent to a talk by the educator 
and civil rights leader Mary McLeod Bethune.' 7 Essie never completed 
the book project, which she had titled The Three EsUmdas , but the trip 
left her inspired to pursue her career as a writer in earnest. 

In addition to pursuing new interests and career options, Essie also 
began to establish an independent social life: she wanted new and ex¬ 
citing experiences and new relationships. Some of the connections she 
made in this period would be deeply meaningful, and others more fleet¬ 
ing. She developed, for example, a complex albeit short-term relation¬ 
ship with the British stage actor and screenwriter Noel Coward. They 
dined together regularly, celebrated their December birthdays together 
(first at her flat, then at his), and enjoyed many shared evenings at the 
theater. They spent so much time together in the fall of 1930 and spring 
of 1931 that Paul became convinced they were lovers, a suspicion re¬ 
inforced when Essie became unexpectedly pregnant and had a second 
illegal abortion in March 1931." In 3 cryptic letter from New York soon 
after the abortion. Paul chastised Essie, telling her to be more careful. 
He wrote that her relationship with Coward was her business, but he 
insisted on discretion, even with the divorce pending. It was around this 
time that Essie also reconnected with her old boyfriend. Grant Lucas. It 
is unclear the precise nature of their renew ed relationship, but Essie was 
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reaching out for emotional support and affirmations. Grant had been 
very special to her at one time. In the spring of 1931, after she had made 
another brief return visit to the States, she confided to her diary that the 
two of them had “become much more than reacquainted."' 0 Essie went 
on to note that Lucas “has done a great deal for me in this last week, 
has helped me find myself in many, many ways. I shall always be grate¬ 
ful to him for that.” 40 Back in London Essie had also been dating a man 
named Michael Harrison whose company she enjoyed very much, but 
her diaries and letters tell us very little more about him. 41 

The previous December (1930). Essie and Paul, having arrived at a 
brief rapprochement, went to Paris together “as friends'* to take in some 
stage performances. Paul left Essie alone in Paris after a couple of days, 
possibly to rendezvous with Yolande. The next day. perhaps as a way to 
boost her deflated ego. Essie enjoyed an anonymous tryst with a “very 
attractive Frenchman" in a Paris theater. She described the experience 
in a rather salacious entry in her diary: “He caressed my hand for fully 
half an hour, then placed my hand on his thigh and held my hand in 
both of his. caressing it ever so gentlv, but rather beautifully. Then he 
began to move, his breath came in quiet gusts, and finally he seemed to 
have an emission —all very quietly. Then he gave a great sigh of pleasure 
and delight, dropped his program on the floor, reached down to pick it 
up. and kissed my hand passionately, before releasing it. All the while, 
my hand hail been near his knee, and nowhere near his person. ... It 
was remarkable." she concluded. 4 * Some time later she relayed this tit¬ 
illating encounter to a friend who told her casually and playfully that 
all the Frenchmen go the cinema to flirt and fondle, never to watch the 
films. This was the brazen and uninhibited Essie, determined to have 
her own fun and adventures just as Paul was going to have his. 4 ’ 

Even as divorce seemed increasingly likely, Essie tried to keep up 
appearances to the contrary. In the fall of 1931, while in Tirol. Austria, 
for two months with her son and her mother, Essie wrote to her friend 
Grace Nail Johnson (wife of James Weldon Johnson) telling her how 
lovely it was in Austria, how handsome, smart, and friendly Paul Jr. was 
(Essie referred to him by the German diminutive version of his name, 
“Pauli"), and how she and the entire family had spent the previous 
Christmas in Switzerland and would spend Christmas 1931 in Austria. 
“A different country each year" for the Robeson clan, she predicted. 
But in fact she was not at all sure what future holidays would be like or 
whether her family would in fact be together. 44 

Essie and Pauls marriage continued to be unsettled. By March of 
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1932, feeling insecure and desperate, Essie reached out to her old friend 
Larry Brown to help her figure out what was going on with Paul and to 
surreptitiously help her obtain information about his relationship with 
Yolande —in other words, to spy on him. Writing to Larry under the 
name Cardozo, rather than Robeson, so as not to arouse the curiosity 
of the casual reader in the post office (as she explained it), Essie pleaded 
with Larry, who was then on tour with Paul, to do some "harmless" per¬ 
sonal reconnaissance. “If by chance,” she wrote slyly, “you come across 
some letters in a bold free hand, stamped from London, in his pockets, 
or luggage, and they find their way to me, no one will ever be the wiser, 
that 1 swear, and no one will ever know how I got them." 45 Essie was 
grasping at straws in trying to get her hands on letters that Yolande 
might have sent to Paul on the road. Her note to Larry asked for any 
shred of information: "What does he say of me? Of Yolande? Of Pauli?" 
Her anxiety was apparent. It was unclear whether Essie wanted evi¬ 
dence to strengthen her hand in the divorce proceedings or merely to 
better assess what Paul was thinking, feeling, and planning. "This is not 
for sentimental purposes," she assured Larry- in describing her request, 
"but so 1 can plan some reasonable course of action." 46 Even though he 
was fond of Essie, there is no evidence that Larry provided her with any 
information. 

By late spring, Essie had conceded to Paul’s request for a divorce. 
Their marital woes had hit the newspapers and the end of the marriage 
seemed inevitable. "I put off the evil day (divorce) as long as 1 could," 
she confided to a friend, “hoping something would happen, but he in¬ 
sisted he must have his freedom, and that I just had to give it to him, 
so 1 felt I must." 47 In June 1932, Essie spent several weeks in Paris. She 
had a few different reasons for going there. First, she had agreed with 
Paul to obtain evidence for the divorce proceedings. Second, to advance 
her writing career, she planned to do a series of interviews with Black 
artists, writers, and expatriates living in Paris, as the basis for a scries 
of articles she planned to write. Finally, she simply wanted to shop, 
eat, drink, dance, and enjoy the Parisian summer. 48 Having moved back 
from Switzerland, Ma Goode and Paul Jr. were now living w ith Essie 
in London, where her mother was continuing to look after the young 
Pauli. This gave Essie greater freedom to travel and explore because she 
did not have to worrv about managing a second household. 

The colorful streets of Paris were just the place to get her nnnd off 
Paul, but the trip would also prove to be deeply meaningful for her in 
other ways. Her primary escort, companion, and confidante in Paris 
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that summer was Kojo Touvalou Houenou. the Dahomean royal and 
anti-colonial agitator. He and Essie had met at a dinner party eight years 
earlier and had spent time together on a number of occasions over the 
years. 49 While there appears to have been no romance between diem, 
he was the one who met her at Gare du Nord station at 10 a.m. on June 3 
and took her to the Helios Hotel on Rue de la Victoire, where she always 
stayed. 50 Then they went out to Delmonicos restaurant for cheese and 
wine, and had a long, meandering conversation. Essie noticed that the 
usually well-dressed African aristocrat looked “a bit shabby" this time, 
but she nevertheless found him as “charming as ever.” 51 She described 
him as “something of a philosopher” —“worldly, brilliant” with quali¬ 
ties that “made him extremely attractive to women." 52 

Kojo was a well-known personality around Paris in the 1920s and 
1930s. Descended from African royalty, he was widely referred to as 
Prince Touvalou. He was born in Dahomey (later Benin), but his father 
had sent Kojo and his brother to be educated in France in the 1910s. 
After studying law at the University of Bordeaux, and fight ing in World 
War I, Kojo returned to Dahomey before relocating to Paris. A com¬ 
plex man by all accounts, Kojo was as much French as he was Afri¬ 
can in his dress, manner, and sensibilities. But after witnessing riots 
against colonial tax |H>licics, he !>ecame political and formed the Ami- 
tic Franco-Dahomccnne, an association that advocated for fairer treat¬ 
ment ol French colonial subjects. His views would later evolve from a 
demand for better treatment for Africans within the French Colonial 
structure to an insistence that colonialism end altogether. 51 

An erudite Black socialite who knew everyone worth knowing in 
Paris, Kojo seemed to Essie to be “intelligent, very well informed, (and 
savvy)... in the French gallant style. He knows and is knowm in nearly 
every inch of Paris.” 54 He had earned a reputation for himself years 
before by successfully suing a local cafe, El Garon, for discrimina¬ 
tory treatment. In 1924. Kojo had been physically assaulted by a white 
American patron who was outraged that Kojo, a fellow customer, had 
expected to be treated as an equal. The resulting lawsuit garnered quite 
a bit of attention in the French press and led to changes in French law 
to bolster the rights of Black colonial subjects in France. 55 

Kojo also became a strong supporter of the Black Nationalist leader 
Marcus Garvey, and a vocal critic of colonial rule. Unlike most Black 
French elites, w ho declined to champion Garvey ’s “Africa for the Afri¬ 
cans" slogan. Kojo admired Garvcv. and had traveled to the United 
States in 1924 as a guest of Garvey s organization, the United Negro 
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Improvement Association (UNIA). Kojo was later appointed to a high 
position within the UNIA hierarchy, although it’s unclear whether the 
appointment was anything more than symbolic. 5 * He also co-foundcd 
the journal Les Continents with noted French Guyanese writer and intel¬ 
lectual Rene Maran, who at the time was living in Paris as well . 57 The 
two men also launched the Ligue Universelle pour la Defense de I3 Race 
Noire (LUDRN) to advance land rights for Africans along with full 
citizenship rights for all subjects under French rule.'" 

Kojo was both a patron and a guide to the city for many Black Ameri¬ 
can writers and artists who came to Pans for short and extended stays. 
He befriended them, mentored them, showed them the town, and pub¬ 
lished many of their poems and essays in Les Continents, alongside the 
speeches of Garvey and others. He was also the inspiration for a char¬ 
acter in Claude McKay's novel Btinjo. w While some observers of the era 
regarded Kojo as a "bogus prince." a "brazen social climber.” and even 
a “megalomaniac," historian Christopher Miller writes that he was an 
influential and "enigmatic figure. ... and pan of a fractious vanguard 
of black intellectuals" living in Paris in the 1920s and 1930s. 60 

The first order of business after Kssie arrived in Paris in the summer 
of 1932 was to document Paul and Yolande’s Parisian trysts. No-fault 
divorces did not exist in those days: one party had to demonstrate that 
the marriage vows hail been broken. Paul had suggested in a letter that 
Kssie obtain proof of adultery to support the divorce petition and lessen 
the possibility of any glitches or complications. This left Kssie w ith the 
awkward task of proving her husband’s infidelity. She had to go from 
hotel to hotel anti get documentation that “Mr. and Mrs. Paul Robeson" 
had checked in as guests on dates w hen she w as demonstrably elsew here. 
Kojo went with her on these detective missions as moral support, wit¬ 
ness. and translator if Essie’s quite serviceable French faltered. 

She went to the Hotel Lancaster first. To lighten the mood. Kojo 
joked that she might have difficulty getting information out of staff at 
the Lancaster since illicit affairs were such a g<x>d source of business for 
them. But she was armed with a letter from Paul, and secured the hotel 
documents without a hitch. Yolandc had registered as Mrs. Robeson, 
brazenly providing her own London address. Essie had the evidence 
notarized the next day.*’ Judging from her diary entries, she carried out 
this presumably emotion-laden task in a businesslike manner. She wrote 
much more about the clothes she bought, shows she saw. and restau¬ 
rants she dined at than about the impending dissolution of her eleven- 
year marriage. Perhaps it was too painful to write about, or perhaps, 
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after two years of drama, Essie was just numb, ready to put the whole 
episode behind her. 

Kojo was a wonderful distraction. They lunched together and he took 
her to dinner and the opera, managing to secure excellent seats on very 
short notice. He even tagged along on shopping trips. And he made her 
laugh. He shuttled Essie all over Paris, and they visited cafes, flats, and 
nightclubs, where Kojo introduced her to prominent French-speaking 
Africans and Afro-Caribbeans, as well as members of his wide and 
eclectic social network —including Kojo’s close friend and collaborator 
Rene Maran, w hose novel Batouala had won wide acclaim. 62 Essie found 
Maran to be “shy, scholarly, charming, frank, honest, sincere and ideal¬ 
istic.” 6 ’ On June 13, Kojo introduced her to Gratien Candace, a mem¬ 
ber of the French Chamber of Deputies, Pan-Africanist, associate of Du 
Bois, critic of Garvey, and native of Guadeloupe whom Essie also found 
very interesting. 64 The nearly one dozen interviews she conducted in 
Paris that summer became the basis for a series of essays she later wrote 
entitled “Black Paris." which were published in 1936 in Dorothy West's 
journal. Challenge™ 

One special evening, Kojo took Essie to meet the renow ned Sudanese 
dancer anti actor Habib Benglia, w ho welcomed her w armly. Essie had 
seen him perform in 1925 on her first trip to Paris with her friend Bert 
McGhee and again with Paul later that year, and had been impressed 
w ith his talent. 66 Benglia talked to Essie at length about his small village 
in French Sudan and his dreams of a global Black dance theater com¬ 
pany that would perform on both sides of the Atlantic and in Africa. 
He was a dark-skinned, middle-aged man who spoke with “colorful" 
and dramatic expressions. Essie did not fail to notice that he also “had 
the body of a Greek God." 67 Described by one w riter as “a magnificent- 
looking Senegalese." he once danced in the Folies Bcrgdre wearing a 
G-string and surrounded by white female dancers. 6 * Benglia also ap¬ 
peared in more than thirty French-language films over the course of 
his career, including Jean Grthnillon’s Dainab la mitisse .* 9 He w as bold, 
irreverent, and politically aware, and Essie found him utterly fascinat¬ 
ing. Even though Benglia had decided to make Paris his home and en¬ 
joyed many European fans, he did not hesitate to level biting criticisms 
against the injustice of colonialism. The “only troubles Africa has," he 
told Essie wtv'Iv, “are the sickness, the beasts, and the white man, and 
the white man is all three." 70 

Another person w ho caught Essie’s attention was a sharp-witted and 
lively Martinican named Paulette Nardal, who was editor of the journal 
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La Revue du Monde Soir (A Review of the Black world), which strove 
to break down the “great barriers of isolation" that divided the African 
Diaspora." 1 Kojo introduced Essie to Nardal, whom Essie described as 
a “handsome bronze-black goddess." intelligent, talented, and creative. 
They spent hours talking about culture and politics in the Black w r orld. 
Nardal and her sister, Jane, had hosted a much-celebrated literary salon, 
"cerclcs d'amis" as Nardal called them, outside Paris in the 1920s. The 
“cercles" were frequented by numerous Harlem Renaissance writers 
and Francophone African and Caribbean intellectuals, from Claude 
McKay and Langston 1 lughes to Leopold Senghor and Aim 6 Cesaire. 
“With her fluent English, Paulette Nardal became the most important 
connection between 'the Harlem Renaissance’ writers and the Franco¬ 
phone university students who would become the core of the Ncgritudc 
movement," wrote literary scholar Brent Hayes Edwards. 72 Nardal was 
also very sensitive to gender issues and the representation of women in 
literature and politics. 71 Essie found the ideas and stories of these Black 
Parisians engaging, exciting, and compelling. Her exchanges w ith them 
contributed importantly to her grow ing sense of a diverse and complex 
African Diaspora, of which American Blacks were only one part. Her 
worldview was widening. 

Essie also became very friendly that summer w ith the former vaude¬ 
ville performer turned saloon owner Ada Beatrice Queen Victo¬ 
ria Louise Virginia (Bncktop) Smith. A tough-talking, hard-working 
woman w ho had nude her way from the poverty of the Black American 
South to the bright lights of Paris. Bncktop ran a legendary club in the 
Montmartre neighborhood that bore her name. She went on to open 
similar clubs in Rome and Mexico City.' 4 During the 1920s and 1930s, 
Bricktop was well known and w idely celebrated in Paris. Essie Robeson 
described their meeting this way: “She is a big thick woman, light yel¬ 
low with freckles, good carriage, aggression, hair combed straight back 

from a strong face-She told me she had not expected to like me, but 

was crazy about me. Said she heard I didn't bother with niggers (ordi¬ 
nary Black folk], and was high h3t (a bit of a snob)." But Essie quickly 
dispelled these notions and the two women became as “thick as thieves" 
by the end of the summer. 75 

Bricktop, so nicknamed for her distinctive red hair, was a lively, ram¬ 
bunctious woman, and Essie had much fun with her during the few 
weeks she was in Paris and upon subsequent visits. Many of Bricktop’s 
acquaintances were only able to sec one side of her - the spirited night¬ 
club hostess — but Essie got to see more. One evening, Essie was invited 
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ro dinner at her new friend’s home, and was driven there by Bricktop’s 
personal chauffeur. 76 Bricktop lived with her mother and husband (at 
the time), and they maintained a lovely little place in the Parisian suburb 
of St. Cloud, surrounded by well-maintained gardens and far removed 
from the colorful, rowdy nightlife over which Bricktop presided most 
evenings. Essie enjoyed a quiet meal with the family and afterward went 
for a walk in the garden with Bricktop. They shared their thoughts and 
feelings about life and family. “She is a good fellow—strong, friendly 
and no nonsense," Essie concluded.” In her own autobiography de¬ 
cades later, Bricktop remembered Essie fondly and even claimed to have 
“saved" Essie's marriage by persuading Paul not to go ahead with the 
divorce. There is no corroborating evidence for the claim, but the im¬ 
pending divorce was definitely weighing on Essie’s mind that summer, 
and she undoubtedly shared some of her thoughts and feelings on the 
subject with Bricktop. 

During this trip, Essie indulged herself intellectually, socially, and 
sensually. She described one night when she and a man named Bill 
White “danced to our hearts’ content." leaving Bricktop's in the wee 
hours ot the morning to go to the Melody Bar and not returning to her 
hotel until 9:00 A.M., long after the sun had come up.' H "He is wholly 
charming, a delightful companion, and wc have had some fun together," 
Essie wrote in her diary.™ She also described an afternoon spent at Jim 
Newell's charming flat, sipping absinthe instead of the tea that she w as 
promised. 80 

Even as Essie w as allowing herself to cut loose a hit. there were sober¬ 
ing aspects of the trip. The child of her friend Maurine Brow ning w as 
hospitalized in Paris w ith typhoid fever and was near death. Essie went 
to visit every other day and empathized that it could just as easily have 
been her own child in that bed. Another friend—who remained un¬ 
named in Essie's diary—told her of her sister’s recent suicide, perhaps 
underscoring the fragility of life in Essie's mind. 81 

Essie left Paris on June 21, 1932, and returned to England to write, 
check on her young son and her mother, and ponder her personal and 
professional future. After her conversations with Kojo and his friends 
in Paris, she was more certain than ever that Africa would somehow be 
a part of that future. On July 31, Essie accepted an invitation to visit 
her friends Leonard and Beatrice Barnes at their country house in Bur- 
ford, England, near Oxford. Leonard Barnes was a Brit who had spent 
many years in South Africa as a farmer and itinerant traveler and who 
had written extensively about his experiences there. It is not clear how 
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they met initially, but Essie had become curious about Barnes's per¬ 
sonal history after reading his book Caliban in Africa. (Barnes wrote 
several books on Africa, including a text recognized as the first seri¬ 
ous indictment of the South African system of white rule.) Essie trav¬ 
eled to Burford alone by bus. As she left London, she noted the passing 
countryside, the drab stucco houses, and the velvety green fields ofl in 
the distance. Curious and engaging, Essie always took an interest in her 
fellow travelers —in this case, a Catholic nun who recounted fascinat¬ 
ing stories to Essie of her work in a hospital in India — all of w hich both 
made the travel time pass quickly and whetted Essie’s growing appetite 
to see the world beyond Europe and the United States. 82 

Leonard Barnes met Essie at the bus station to drive her to the house. 
After lunch, the couple entertained Essie with stories about South 
Africa and their experiences there. Having been an officer in the British 
military and in civil service after the war. Barnes had decided to leave 
that life behind and travel to the southern tip of Africa to farm. He told 
Essie of camping in the bush and going on a dangerous lion hunt. He 
described the beauty of the landscape and the kindness of the people 
in Bechuanaland. Over time, what started as a personal adventure for 
Barnes evolved into a strong political and cultural connection and com¬ 
mitment to the Cape region of southern Africa.** 

Leonard and Beatrice had shared the adventure, and both of them 
talked to Essie about the history of southern Africa, including Shaka 
Zulu, the nineteenth-century warrior king who dominated the region, 
and the myths and legends that surrounded him. "I saw their album, 
with many fascinating pictures ... one very interesting one of a native, 
a fine type." The figure impressed Essie so much that Barnes gave her 
the photograph to keep. She treasured the gift.* 4 In 1945. would 
cite one of Barnes's books in her own monograph on Africa, and Barnes 
would serve on the board of the Council on African Affairs with Essie 
in the 1950s.* 5 

Anna Melissa Graves, an American Quaker who spent time in Lon¬ 
don, was another person Essie met in 193a who further piqued her curi¬ 
osity about the African continent. Graves “was a writer, teacher, world 
traveler, and internationalist, (who) from the 1920s to the 1940s . . . 
traveled through Africa, Central and South America, China, Europe, 
and the Middle East." Graves was also active in the Women's Interna¬ 
tional League for Peace anti Freedom, a group Essie would later sup¬ 
port as well. 8 ® In May 1932 Essie attended a lecture bv Graves at 72 
Gower Street, then arranged to have lunch and spend an evening with 
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the fascinating woman, who was twenty years her senior. They had 
breakfast together the next morning, still talking about Africa and the 
world. Essie was impressed w ith Graves's work and ideas, describing her 
as having “set out to prove that all peoples are equal; the same charac¬ 
teristically, psychologically, fundamentally, all over the world, and not 
different racially and nationally." 87 

It would be four years before Essie would finally set foot on the con¬ 
tinent of Africa herself, but she was already mapping her itinerary and 
thinking through the logistics of such a journey. 88 She even applied for 
a Guggenheim fellowship to help cover her expenses, noting in a let¬ 
ter to a friend that if she did not get the Guggenheim. Paul had agreed 
to underwrite the trip. The Guggenheim application, w hich included a 
“plan of study" and short personal statement, offers some insight into 
how Essie viewed “the idea" of Africa and her relationship to it in the 
early 1930s. She applied for the one-year fellowship in order to “travel 
in Africa, especially the interior" in the hopes of learning “to how great 
an extent our (American Negroes'] original racial characteristics have 
been submerged by western culture and transplantations." She planned 
to use her research findings to write a Negro-African play and novel. 
In her written “plan of study" Essie talks about her own insularity 
from the harshest aspects of racism because of her light skin color. She 
then writes about Paul as having, on the one hand, immersed himself 
in many aspects of Western culture, and on the other hand, as having 
"retained most of his ‘typical racial characteristics'"—citing his Bantu 
origins and making the assertion that his “features, physique and tem¬ 
perament are definitely African." Her goal, as she awkwardly stated it, 
was to draw parallels between “ultra Modern" Negroes in places like 
Harlem with those living in “remote jungle settings." In a somewhat 
naive way, Essie was rejecting notions of Africans as a primitive people 
distinct from either Europeans or Africans in the Diaspora. At the same 
time, in referencing Paul, she alludes to some presumably “essential" 
African qualities and characteristics, an assertion that she would later 
realize belies the diversity and vastness of the African continent and its 
many peoples, and ignores the myriad of historical changes that have 
occurred over time and across generations. It is significant to note that 
although Essie and Paul came to share a deep and abiding interest in 
Africa, many of Essie's early investigations into Africa were conducted 
during their separation in the early 1930s. Her interest in Africa and the 
world was independent and longstanding. 8 * 

In 1932 Essie’s personal life was still very much in limbo. The issue of 


76 


REMAPPING A MARRIAGE. CAREER, WORLDVIEW 


whether and how the Robesons would divorce dragged on for two long 
years. August 17,1932. marked Essie and Paul’s eleventh wedding anni¬ 
versary. “It seems incredible!" she mused in her diary. “Here Paul and I 
are arranging the final agreements for (our] divorce." That night Essie 
saw a mediocre play by herself and took a leisurely stroll home to her 
flat. While admiring the moonlit silhouetted statues in Regent’s Park 
and the Piccadilly Circus “aglow in white lights." she wondered w hat the 
future might hold.* 0 

Essie and Paul’s personal turmoil played out amid a swirl of public 
rumor and innuendo ** Some newspaper gossip columnists condemned 
Paul for abandoning the loyal wife who had helped to build his career. 
Others hinted that Essie was partly to blame. A snippy Amsterdam Mars 
columnist offered her opinion of the breakup: “Mrs. Robeson’s desire 
for a career is an important element. Still, it is possible to have that 
career and hold her family intact. Even though it may be a breach to 
voice this sentiment, it does seem to me that a mother’s selfishness plays 
some part in the rift." Ironically, the column was titled “'rhe Femi¬ 
nist Viewpoint." 92 Although wrong about the origins of the Robesons’ 
marital troubles, the column was likely inspired by Essie's own public 
statements about divorce and a woman’s right to work. 

In the summer of 1932. Essie w rote an essay entitled “1 Believe in Di¬ 
vorce." in which she laid out her thoughts on marriage and monogamy, 
seemingly using the column to sort out her feelings and perhaps talk 
herself into certain beliefs as much as to persuade her readers."* Essie 
complained that marriage was overrated and outdated. “This marriage 
business is a hangover from the cave man era." she wrote. “Where is 
women’s place today? In the olfice, in politics, in the fields of artistic, 
literary, intellectual, and internationalist endeavors?"* 4 In an interview 
with J. A. Rogers of the Amsierdarn \nrs . Essie revealed a rare tinge 
of bitterness when she commented. “Paul has arrived. He doesn’t need 
me any more." But then she went on to profess that she was done w ith 
the whole institution of marriage, harbored no hard feelings toward 
Paul, and intended now to focus her energies on her ow n career and on 
raising her son.*” 

In trying to ncatlv sum up her own messy marital situation in the 
1932 article. Essie wrote. “I have been married for eleven years now to 
one of the most charming intelligent gifted men in the world. . . . My 
husband and I have been exceedingly happy. I think we are happier now 
than we have ever l>ecn. But we no longer wish to be married."* 6 Paul’s 
letters to Essie echoed the same civil but loving tone. “I would love to 
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see you and talk to you," he wrote in August 1932, to benefit from what 
he termed “that common-sense approach of yours." 9 ' In another ver¬ 
sion of her “divorce" essay, Essie wrote that she had no regrets and that 
she had “found self expression on a grand scale in building his career." 98 
But, she concluded, “the friendship we are now building has nothing to 
do with marriage." It sounded logical, calm, and mature, but not sur¬ 
prisingly many unresolved feelings lay just beneath the surface. 

Over a decade later, while still legally married, Essie would offer even 
stronger, but slightly altered, views on the subject. “I think the darkest 
part of [marriage) is that we insist we’re something we are not. We insist 
we are monogamous, but we are not. And the dangerous thing is that 
we build our social structure upon this false base, and so we have con¬ 
fusion, the double standard, resentment, and dishonesty between the 
sexes. I think it absolutely essential for women as well as men, to be able 
to find interest, companionship, and joy in other human beings. Very 
few individuals are many faceted enough, complete enough, to satisfy 
all the needs of another individual. In marriage one settles for the great¬ 
est common area of mutual affinity, and then one picks up the bits and 
pieces elsewhere. And by bits and pieces I don’t necessarily mean sex 
relationships. For myself it would mean good talk, a good bridge player, 
a good dance partner." 99 

Essie’s evolving views on marriage and monogamy were informed by 
her upbringing as well as her relationship with Paul. She was always a 
strong and independent woman. Her mother, who raised three children 
without a husband, had been the same way. Essie had not grown up with 
rosy or conventional notions about love, marriage, and family. More¬ 
over, in the social circles in which she and Paul traveled, traditional and 
conservative conventions about sex and marriage were constantly being 
questioned and transgressed. It is then not surprising that Essie would 
articulate a critique of monogamy and a defense of the right to divorce. 100 

As the divorce proceedings rolled on, however, and as Paul and Essie 
continued to talk, write letters, and spend time together, Essie’s am¬ 
bivalence about her ow n divorce grew. She was sure that women in gen¬ 
eral had a right to divorce; she was just not sure if she wanted one at 
that particular moment and on the terms she was being offered. Add¬ 
ing to her discomfort and resentment was her sense that Yolande was 
overly impetuous and demanding: she would often call Paul on the tele¬ 
phone when she knew he was with his family and spending time with 
his son. What finally caused Essie to refuse Paul the divorce, however, 
was money. Essie heard from a mutual friend that Paul was making 
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S1.500 a week in SboTvboal, and had received offers lor radio contracts 
that would double that, while Essie, by her account, was struggling on 
S100 a week from Paul that she complained was always late in arriv- 
ing. ,m Her professed poverty was exaggerated, but her feeling that she 
was being treated unfairly was very real. "Well, that settles it," Essie 
wrote in her diary. "I called Mr. Crane [her lawyer) at once, cancelled 
the divorce, am suing now for separate maintenance. . . . was so angry 
1 couldn't sleep, thinking about it all. The swine!" she fumed. Having 
just published an essay in which she referred to Paul as essentially one 
of the most amazing men on the planet, it is clear that Essie s feelings 
were conflicted at best."” 

September 19*2. the same month that Essie decided not to cooperate 
with the divorce, Yolande and Paul called off their wedding plans. There 
arc competing accounts of their breakup. Martin Duberman, one ol 
Paul Robeson’s biographers, concluded that w hen Yolande broke things 
off, Paul was utterly “devastated" and even contemplated suicide. But 
Paul Robeson Jr. and Essie, in her diary at the time, indicate that when 
Yolande finally succumbed to pressure from her friends and family and 
decided not to marry Paul, he had already decided that he preferred to 
be free. Regardless of the causes of the breakup, by December, Yolande 
was pursuing Paul again. By this time, however, Paul was spending 
more time with Paul Jr. and Essie, who w as advising him on how to get 
Yolande “off his ncck.’* ,0, Given Essie's typical candor, and what she 
likely thought of Yolande Jackson, wc can only imagine what that advice 
to Paul might have sounded like . 104 

( Through all of the highs and lows with Paul. Essie had not put her 
ow n personal life or amorous desires entirely on hold. In the fall ol 1932, 
she spent nine glorious days in Paris, where she carried on a brief flir¬ 
tatious liaison with the handsome French artist and intellectual Marcel 
Duchamp, whom she had met through her friend, actress Rita Romilly. 
Duchamp was a captivating personality. An avant-garde artist closely 
associated with surrealism, kinetic art. and the Dadaist radical cultural 
movement in Europe. Duchamp spent several afternoons and evenings 
with Essie dining, drinking, and talking. “Marcel definitely showed his 
leaning toward me, hut we couldn't ‘arrange’ it somehowEssie wrote 
in her diary with a tinge of wistful regret."* 

As the year wound down, Essie and Paul's relationship was sur¬ 
prisingly strong given all they had been through. Eventually Yolande 
stopped calling and Paul moved hack in with Essie. “We arc very 
happy,” she pronounced. This over-simplification may have reflected 
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Essie’s hope that life could still return to some semblance of normalcy 
more than it described the reality of the situation. Nevertheless, they 
traveled to 1 lolland together, spent time in the London flat, and re¬ 
kindled their friendship. “I am 36 years-old,’’ she wrote on her birth¬ 
day in December 1932, “and I am happier than I have ever been in my 
life-Paul and I understand each other." This was, she felt, “the be¬ 

ginning of a new [phase of] life.” 106 

Indeed, by the close of 1932, Essie and Paul had reached an under¬ 
standing about their relationship and their marriage. They would re¬ 
main together for the rest of their lives. Yolande was out of the picture: 
there would be no more Yolandes. There would be intimate colleagues, 
friends, and lovers, but no more threats of divorce or newspaper head¬ 
lines ol marital strife. 10 ' In February 1933, l ^ c front P a g c l ^ c CW- 
cago Defender featured a photo of all three Robesons with the headline 
“Singing in Harmony Again," and quoted Essie as saying, “There is 
nothing to that rumor that we arc getting a divorce ” They remade their 
public image as a solid and stable nuclear family. 10 ® 

Appearances aside, their family arrangement was distinctly nontradi- 
tional. Essie would remain Mrs. Paul Robeson. But more often than 
not, she and Paul slept in separate beds and agreed not to probe too 
deeply into one another’s sexual lives. This was perhaps a less than ideal 
situation from Essie’s point of view, but she accepted it and adjusted 
to it. A practical woman, Essie did not intend to lose everything she 
had invested in their relationship and in his career by being intransi¬ 
gent about Paul's desire for sexual independence. She realized, too, that 
she was free to pursue other relationships if she wanted to. She also felt 
that Paul needed her. She was his emotional anchor, career adviser, con¬ 
fidante. and most importantly, his loyal friend. And in many respects 
and for perhaps complex reasons, she wanted to be those things for him. 
They had a history together and a son. They were, after all the storms 
they had endured, still a team. 

At some f>oint, Essie even stopped worrying about how- the world 
viewed her marriage and family. Bv 1949. she would write. “Americans 
are too much concerned w ith appearances. If husband and wife go out 
separately, what will so and so think, what will the neighbours say? I’ve 
got to the point w here 1 really don’t care what people think about me. 

I realize that people are not going to live my life for me. I am going to 
have to live it myself.... We manage to have a lot of fun in our home 
because we live our ow n lives the way we want to live them." 100 
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Eslanda in front of a map of Africa, January i, 1950. Photo by Ann Roscncr/Pix 
Inc./Time Life Pictures/Getty Images. 
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. Eslanda Cardozo Goode Robeson’s Travels 

Between 1925 and 1965 Eslanda Robeson traveled tens of thousands 
of rules to nearly every corner of the globe, attending conferences. 

doing research, managing Pauls concert tours, visiting friends, 
exploring the world, and redefining her own identity and worldview 
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Eslanda Goode’s birth certificate, i8o<. Some documents and nublicati* 


erroneously list her birth year as 1896. Washington, D.C., Vital Records. 




















(top left)-. Francis Lewis Cardozo, 
Eslanda’s maternal grandfather. 
From the personal collection of 
Paul Robeson Jr. 

(top right): Catharine Romena Howell, 
Eslanda's maternal grandmother. 
From the personal collection of 
Paul Robeson Jr. 

Lydia Cardozo, Eslanda’s maternal 
great grandmother, circa early 1800s. 
C. O. Gott/Library of Congress. 







John Goode Jr.. Eslanda's eldest 
brother, circa 1914- From the personal 
collection of Paul Robeson Jr. 


Eslanda’s brother Frank Goode. 
Paul and Eslanda Goode 
Robeson Collection. Howard 
University, Moorland-Spingarn 
Research Center. Manuscript 
Division. 


Eslanda C. Goode, Eslanda Robeson's 
mother, circa 1935. Yale Collection of 
American Literature, Beinccke Rare 
Book and Manuscript Library/ 
Carl Van Vechten. Courtesy 
Van Vechten Trust. 


John J. Goode Sr., Eslanda 
Robeson's lather, circa 1900. 
Paul and Eslanda Goode Robeson 
Collection, Howard University, 
Moorland-Spingarn Research 
Center, Manuscript Division. 













Eslanda (centerfront) with her Delta Sigma Theta sorority sisters at 
the University of Illinois. Urbana, 1915. From the personal 
collection of Paul Robeson Jr. 
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(top): Eslanda in London, 1932. From rhc personal collection of Paul Robeson Jr. 


Eslanda and Paul en route to New York to film Emperor Jones, London, March 5, 
1933. Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers University Libraries, 
Julius Lazarus Collection/H. L. Davis. 
















Marcus Garvey {right) with Prince 
Kojo Touvalou Houenou {center), 
Eslanda’s friend and confidante, and 
George O. Marke {left) in 1924. James 
VanDerZee © Donna Musscndcn 
VanDerZee. 


Eslanda as “Adah” in the 
film Borderline, 1930. Yale 
Collection of American 
Literature, Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manuscript 
Library, Hilda Doolittle 
rs. 


Eslanda with Paul and American 
iaywright Eugene O’Neill {center) 
m Provincetown, Massachusetts, 
circa 1925. From the personal 
collect! on of Paul Robeson Jr. 



















(top): Eslanda and Paul in the motion picture Big Ftlla, 1937, England. 
From the personal collection of Paul Robeson Jr. 

Eslanda and Paul with Paul’s African Studies language tutor, Charles Johnson, 
the set of the film King Solomon's Mines, 1936. Akademie der Kiinste, Berlin 
Paul Robeson Archives/photo by Gaumont-British Pictures. 







Eslanda ( tested, .won,! from right) with Charles S. Johnson {stated, center), publisher of 
Opportunity magazine and prominent sociologist, and poets Langston Hughes (standing, first 
from left), Arna Bontcmps (standing, second from right), Owen Dodson (standing, first from 
right), Ira Reid (standing, third from left), and anthropologist Melville Hcrskovits (front rots, 
right), circa early 1940s. Paul and Eslanda Goode Robeson Collection. Howard University, 
Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Manuscript Division. 





{top): Eslanda and Paul arrive in Manhattan from England alx>ard the 
S.S. Majestic en route to Hollywood for the screening of Showboat, 
October i, 1935. © Bettmann/CORBIS. 


Eslanda and Paul in Barcelona, Spain, on February 3,1938 to support 
the Republican cause. Associated Press. 




(top): F.slanda (standing, left) with three Toro women in Uganda, 1936. 
From the personal collection of Paul Robeson Jr. 

Toro herdsman in Kabarole, Uganda, 1936. From the personal collection 
of Paul Robeson Jr. Photo by Fslanda Robeson. 









(top): Eslanda and Paul Robeson Jr., with the chief justice of Buganda, and a local 
child in Kampala, Uganda, 1936. From the personal collection of Paul Robeson Jr. 

Paul Jr. (farthest left) with African National Congress leader Z. K. Matthews, 
his wife, Frieda, and their children, in Alice, South Africa, 1936. From the 
personal collection of Paul Robeson Jr. 








(top): Eslanda (secondfrom right) is greeted by friends in San Francisco in 1945 
as she arrives for the founding meeting of the United Nations. California Eagle 
publisher, and Council on African Affairs member, Charlotta Bass, is second 
from left. Southern California Library for Social Sciences and Research. 
Photo by Irving C. Smith. 


Eslanda being interviewed by reporters in Peking (Beijing), 1950. 
From the personal collection of Paul Robeson Jr. 
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I btpm to get my mteUectml feet rrf. 

F.slanda Robeson 

the mid-!93os, Essie had been a writer for some years. While she had 
made a living from her writing and regarded herself as a somewhat 
ntal writer (“all of my books occurred somewhat inadvertently,” 
* once said), she was a prolific diarist, novelist, playwright, and now 
aspiring journalist. And it was as a writer and anthropologist, and as 
part of London’s vibrant international and African Diasporic inter¬ 
community, that her growing interest in the vast, diverse, and 
ic region know n as sub-Saharan Africa came into sharper focus. 
In some respects Essie’s path to Africa ran through many other 
: meetings with African students in Edinburgh; visits to Afri¬ 
can art collections in Diisseldorf; conversations with South African and 
Kenyan students in her anthropology seminars in London; her friend¬ 
ship with Leonard Barnes. KojoTouvolou Houenou, and Anna Graves; 
and her interviews w ith Afro-Caribbeans and Francophone West Afri¬ 
cans in Paris. As for Essie’s writing career, it too was slow to get off the 
:round, with a number of false starts. 1 ler first book was one such false 
start. After years of trying with limited success to get much of her fic¬ 
tion work published. Essie was excited when Victor Gollancz agreed 
to publish Paul Robeson, Xegro, in 1930. Gollancz was a new publishing 
house and its founder and namesake had left-wing sympathies and anti¬ 
racist sensibilities. The idea of publishing a biography of a great Negro 
artist like Robeson was undoubtedly appealing to him. 1 The book, a 
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mere 178 pages, was written in the third person to give a veneer of ob¬ 
jectivity. It was published just before Essie discovered the devastating 
letter from Peggy Ashcroft but after she had learned about the serious¬ 
ness of Paul’s affair with Yolandc Jackson.-’ Befitting the delicacy of the 
situation, and the uncertainty of the moment, Essie s narrative was a 
deliberately crafted (and consciously altered) story of their lives. She 
portrayed their marriage as solid, Paul as devoted to her (despite amor¬ 
ous distractions), and herself as indispensable to Paul and their partner¬ 
ship. According to Paul Robeson Jr., the book was “her way of publicly 
defending what she felt were her irrevocable rights as Mrs. Robeson."* 
Publicly, Essie presented the book as her tribute to Paul, but she cer¬ 
tainly could not be accused of hagiography. Laden with praise for his 
brilliance and accomplishments, Essie offered a good dose of subtle 
and not so subtle criticisms as well, mostly about his work habits and 
hypothetical infidelities, ones that she felt were all too real. The book 
chronicled Paul’s early family life, his football career, legal studies, and 
rise to a position of great stature as an artist. But then, as il to bring him 
down a notch or two, Essie described Paul as sometimes "lazy, with a 
capital L" and even childlike. She even suggested he was disinterested 
in his own son. or at least less involved than she thought he should be. 
These negative comments were couched in a much longer narrative 
about his many amazing talents, but still she made her point/ 

In terms of their marriage, Essie depicted Paul as a mischievous flirt, 
but a husband lovingly devoted to the wife who had worked so hard 
on his behalf. In her scenario, “if" Paul had been unfaithful to her, 
“surely" he was contrite and she was confident he would never leave 
her. In essence. Essie scripted a fictional marital dynamic and played 
out her desired outcome. If she did feel vulnerable, perhaps the narra¬ 
tive she created was her insurance policy against abandonment. Il she 
felt a bit powerless over her life and future, perhaps it was her way of 
flexing her muscle. Regardless of the complex emotions behind Essie’s 
depiction of their marriage, Paul viewed the critical and contrived pas¬ 
sages as deceptive and disparaging, and he resented them/ This took 
yet another toll on their relationship. 

Even though Paul Robeson, Segro was about Essie’s famous husband, it 
was not only about him. A good portion of the book offered Essie’s own 
reflections on a range of issues that informed Paul’s life, but were not 
“about" Paul per se. She included commentary on Harlem as a Mecca 
for Black people seeking greater freedom of expression. She inserted 3 
short history lesson on Reconstruction, no doubt drawn from her own 
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famil y history. And she wrote several passages about the nature and 
prevalence of American racism and discrimination. Essie did not fail 
:o talk about a subject she wrote about often in her fiction, the color 
Bases within the Black community and the divisions within the larger 
_Bcan Diaspora. 6 These passages offer insights into Essie’s views of 
»e larger world in 1930, some of which would change as time went by 
and her own horizons broadened. Perhaps most striking are her views 
** race, Africa, anti African culture, which both challenged some pre- 
— mg stereotypes and reinforced others. For example, Essie talked 
ri»ut Black people as “naturally humorous." and Paul as having “typical 
Negro qualities.” 7 These generalizations belie the deeper understand- 
^ of culture and race that would be reflected in her later writings, and 
«he> were insignificant relative to the larger profile she offered of Paul 
Robeson himself. 

Essie had her own professional objectives in writing the book about 
Paul. As an aspiring w riter, she very much wanted a respected book 
ratification to her credit, and she had hoped that Paul Robeson, Negro 
•ould be that feather in her cap. Unfortunately, it received only a luke¬ 
warm response from critics, who felt it was slim in content and pre¬ 
dictably biased in Paul’s favor. In a lengthy and mainly positive Herald 
Tnbune review, her friend, 11 arlem Renaissance poet Langston 1 lughes, 
described the book as “chatty, informing, and naively intimate." 8 Essie 
had hoped for other adjectives to describe the publication, I am sure. 
Even if she was disappointed by the Ixxik's reception overall, she was 
not deterred from a writing career, though she did briefly retreat to 
what may have felt like the "safer" world of fiction writing. Through¬ 
out the fall and winter of 1930, she labored tirelessly on a novel entitled 
‘Black Progress." which she finished in Januarv 1931. She hoped that the 
book. a semi-autobiographical story about the plight of a middle-class 
Black family, would be published and later become a full-blown stage 
production. Neither event would come to pass. But "Black Progress," as 
well as another play Essie was working on called “Uncle Tom's Cabin" 
•.with the title borrowed from Harriet Beecher Stowe's book), provide 
insight into some of the issues that were on her mind and the kinds of 
characters who most resonated w ith her. 

Essie's version of "Uncle Tom's Cabin" was a musical comedy, a “par¬ 
ody" of Stowe’s 1852 fictional account of slavery, set in a series of night¬ 
clubs in New York. Paris, Berlin, and Leningrad. The characters were 
dancers, agents, nightclub ow-ners. blues singers, and musicians who 
were all scheming in various ways to climb the ladder of success. 9 Essie's 
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characters were composites of people she knew and some of the story 
lines mirrored dramas that had played out in her own family and among 
her eclectic and international circle of friends. For instance, some of the 
middle-class characters in Essie’s novels grappled with the implications 
of their privilege, w hile others were relatively oblivious, and still others 
were consumed with guilt. She created light-skinned Negro characters 
who wrestled with the consequences of passing for white or the temp¬ 
tation to do so, and interracial couples who confronted the danger of 
crossing the color line. A rough draft of another play Essie w rote cen¬ 
tered on an aristocratic British family living in London whose adult son, 
Michael, is gay. His family suspects he and his longtime friend, Freddy, 
have become lovers. The play, titled “Leave Them Alone," was perhaps 
Essie’s veiled statement against the homophobia of her day. 10 

Essie wrote a third novel, “Color" (re-titled from the original “Your 
Color is Show ing"). Set in the 1930s. the novel was again a loose com¬ 
posite narrative involving versions of her family, friends, and acquain¬ 
tances, and dealt w ith the issues of racial passing, racial injustice, and 
the compromises and sacrifices that Black people had made in order to 
navigate the color line and make decent lives for themselves. The novel, 
170 or so pages long, revolves around the lives of three young college 
students as they begin their careers after graduating from a large Mid¬ 
western college outside Chicago, possibly the University of Illinois. The 
two men, A.B. and Tom, are serious musicians and set out to make their 
artistic dreams a reality. The third student, Antoinette (Toni) Napier, is 
a smart and beautiful economics major who ends up working for a real 
estate firm on Wall Street. The primary difference between the three 
is that Toni has passed for white during her years at college, living in 
a selective women’s dormitory and dating a popular and wealthy white 
football star on campus. Toni’s slightly darker-skinned mother had de¬ 
clined to attend her ow n daughter’s graduation for fear of revealing her 
secret and compromising her future opportunities. Toni continues the 
charade when she lands a job on Wall Street. 

Interspersed w ith the stories of Tom, A.B., and Toni arc other stories 
that give a larger sense of the hostile racial landscape of 1930s America. 
The Napier family maid, a Southern-born Black woman, confides in 
Toni that she had “accidentally - set fire to her previous employer’s 
house just as he was about to mobilize a lynch mob to go after a local 
Black man deemed too uppity. The lynching was averted due to the 
maid's savvy and brazen intervention, and she vowed never to work for 
white folks again. 

As the three young protagonists struggle to fulfill their dreams. 
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they also work, in different ways, to defy conventional expectations. 
In the process they are thwarted, humiliated, and forced to make diffi¬ 
cult choices. Toni, who initially “passes" for white for practical reasons, 
still loves her Black family, and once back in New York, goes home to 
Harlem every weekend. She eventually succumbs to the advances of a 
white suitor and chooses to hide her racial identity in order to marry 
him. “I didn’t exactly disown you," she tells the sister she supposedly 
adores, explaining she simply failed to mention to her new husband that 
she had either a sister or a mother who was living. To make amends and 
redeem herself, she promises to funnel money back to her Black family 
once she is secure in her new life. Meanwhile the two aspiring young 
musicians, 'lorn and A.B., are making tough choices of their own. They 
agree to perform in a degrading minstrel-type cabaret until they can 
leave for Paris (where they can play music that is meaningful and seri¬ 
ous), which they eventually do. 

“Color" w as not a literary masterpiece, but it did offer a serious social 
commentary. In it Essie crafted complex and talented characters living 
in a world with racism and injustice all around. They were not trying to 
change the world but simply to plot a course as l»est they could. None of 
the characters was perfect, but neither were they villains. Essie’s novel 
conveyed both the sense of limited possibilities as well as the resilience 
of educated Black people living in the 19*05. It is interesting that the 
theme of crossing the color line comes up frequently in Essie’s non¬ 
fiction writing. She seems noniudgmcntal of those Black people who 
chose to claim white privileges. Yet this is precisely the opposite of the 
path Essie herself chose to take. She married a brown-skinned man. ex¬ 
pressed pride in her African heritage, and if there was ever an instance 
in which her racial status was ambiguous, she quickly clarified things. 

Several publishers anil producers rejected all three novels outright, 
and even Essie's friends were less than enthusiastic." Ever resilient, 
Essie decided that if fiction was not going to l»c her medium, then per¬ 
haps journalism would be a better outlet. She had started taking a deeper 
interest in politics and world affairs, which her fictional characters had 
rarely delved into, and she began to look for serious nonfiction subjects 
to w r rite about. Real-life narratives proved as interesting to Essie as the 
fictional characters she had been constructing for her plays and novels. 
For example, she w rote a lengthy biographical sketch of Oliver Golden, 
a Black American born in 1891 in Yazoo, Mississippi, who relocated to 
the Soviet Union in 1925.** She would later draft biographical sketches 
of the French African leader Felix Eboue and others. 

In October 1931. Essie landed an interview with the legendary 
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Indian spiritual and political leader Mahatma Gandhi. The meeting 
was arranged by a mutual friend, an Indian journalist identified only as 
Mr. Lai. At the time, Gandhi’s movement had not yet borne fruit, but 
he was already known worldwide. Gandhi was in London for several 
months, giving lectures and meeting with supporters. He had recently 
been released from prison after serving an eight-month sentence for 
nonviolent resistance to British colonialism. Gandhi had chosen to live 
in one of London’s slums during his visit, but Essie met him at an office 
on Knightsbridge Street. “I found (him] sitting on the floor, spinning; 
using a flat instrument... turning the small handle with his right hand, 
and pulling the thread with his left," she wrote. Gandhi reasoned that 
the expansion of Indian-produced textiles was one step toward eco¬ 
nomic independence. So he sat on a bare floor in a London office build¬ 
ing practicing what he preached. Essie wrote: “He has no teeth in front, 
is very thin, dressed in rough whitish cloth, legs bare, but with a white 
cloth thrown over him for warmth: (and] big spectacles.” 1 * 

Essie was wholly impressed with this tiny, seemingly fragile man 
who had such a large and powerful intellect and commanding pres¬ 
ence. As she probed Gandhi's views about empire and potential soli¬ 
darity among oppressed peoples, she asked whether there might ever 
be “brown supremacy" in the world, a unity of the dark colonies to 
counter white domination. "He said quite simply," she wrote, that he 
was not "working for, or interested in, any supremacy, but for equality.” 
His answer impressed Essie. He exuded, in her view, “truthful, com- 
monsense" views and “the utmost simplicity and dignity." 14 Like her 
novels, this first major interview went unpublished. But in the years 
that followed, as Essie's understanding of colonialism deepened, she 
would write dozens of articles on the subject. It is also perhaps this 1931 
meeting with Gandhi that ignited an interest in India that Essie would 
find compelling for the rest of her life. Essie was not the only African 
American with deep interests in and solidarity with the Indian freedom 
struggle in this period. From publications like The Negro World and The 
Pittsburgh Courier to The Bombay Chronicle and Independent India, ex¬ 
pressions of solidarity and support flowed both ways between African 
Americans and Indians living under British rule. 15 

Prior to the 1930s, Essie had been curious about social issues and 
keenly sensitive to issues of racism and the color caste system within 
the Black community, but she had not tried to forge any sophisticated 
political analysis. Her friends in Harlem were a savvy group, but the 
American, European, African, Afro-Caribbean, and Asian intellectuals 
and artists whom she came to know in London were far more worldly. 
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The international network of relationships that she formed in London 
and later in Africa in the 1930s was pivotal in helping Essie to form a 
more complex global perspective. She took even,'opportunity that pre¬ 
sented itself to exchange ideas with these new international friends, in 
settings both with and w ithout Paul. During this time Essie's curiosities 
•ere expanding in all directions. 

In the early 1930s, Essie and Paul shared a grow ing interest in the 
world, and especially in Africa. They read voraciously and frequently 
invited young African students to their apartment at 19 Buckingham 
Street in London's Adelphi neighborhood—among them some of the 
future leaders of Nigeria. Ghana, and Kenya — where they talked about 
politics, culture, and life. 16 Around this time Paul undertook an in- 
depth study of African languages as his entree to the continent and its 
many cultures. The Robesons were so immersed in the lives of Afri¬ 
can expatriates and students in the 1930s that they were made hon¬ 
orary members of the London-based West African Students’ Union 
i WASU), which was itself much more than a social and cultural orga- 
mzation. 17 According to historian Marc Matera, London-based “orga¬ 
nizations like WASU ... were, at once, essential to, and the most visible 
by-products of, the making of black internationalists." *• WASU gather¬ 
ings were the sites of debates, exchanges, and network building that 
would bear fruit as Pan-African initiatives and African independence 
struggles unfolded. People like the legendary Caribbean-born intel¬ 
lectuals George Padmore and C.L.R. James were a pan of the WASU 
circle, just as Essie was. The conversations, reflections, and memories of 
her African friends in London fueled and animated Essie's imaginings 
lbout the vast continent, and whetted her appetite to not only know 
more, but also, more importantly, go to Africa herself. 10 

Determined to expand her knowledge of the continent, Essie en¬ 
rolled at the prestigious London School of Economics (LSE) in 1933 
on what was called an "occasional" or “visiting" basis to study anthro¬ 
pology and African societies. Having abandoned her medical school 
ambitions long before, she turned her intellectual curiosity tow-ard 
understanding the human condition in order to improve it. Why were 
oppression and injustice tolerated? Why were racial hierarchies so en¬ 
trenched and well maintained? What were the history and likely future 
of Africa. India, and the rest of the colonized world? What was the role 
of culture in the tight for equality? What was the relationship between 
Africans and Black Americans? Answering these core questions became 
one of Essie’s life’s ambitions. 

In pursuit of answers, Essie took a range of courses that required her 
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to engage in a rigorous study of African cultures and traditions, the 
topography and natural resources of the continent, and Africans’ early 
encounters with Europeans/ 0 Essie thought that many of the anthro¬ 
pologists whom she encountered at LSE still viewed Africans through 
a racist lens. Anthropology as a field certainly had racist tendencies, 
and many scholars brought to their research notions of African inferi¬ 
ority. Essie was frustrated at times by professors and fellow students 
who arrogantly and condescendingly described Africans as uncivilized 
“primitives." 

Still LSE, with its large population of foreign students (including 
many from Africa and India) and international faculty, was a site of 
lively intellectual debate around issues of colonialism, fascism, and 
world politics. Essie's courses at LSE and the wider milieu of 1930s 
London provoked her to think in new ways, to ask bigger and deeper 
questions about the world, and to imagine anew her ow n future career 
as a writer, scholar, researcher, and eventually, activist/' 1 

One of Essie's professors at LSE was the famous Polish cultural an¬ 
thropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, who pioneered participant obser¬ 
vation as a cornerstone of social anthropology and is described by some 
as one of the founders of the field. Born in 1884 in Krakow, Malinow¬ 
ski was an early and ardent critic of Nazism. He mentored a whole co¬ 
terie of LSE students, including dozens of African students who were 
studying in England thanks to scholarships specifically designated for 
colonial subjects. 1 lis seminars on Africa were the place for heated and 
deeply relevant debates involving thinkers and activists who had first¬ 
hand knowledge of the subject. 

Malinowski, w ho went on to teach in the United States at Cornell, 
1 larvard, and Yale, was a rigorous teacher. Essie, however, was far from 
intimidated. While she respected Malinowski's keen mind and the 
path-breaking work he had done in Papua, New Guinea, she did not 
hesitate to challenge him in class and remained skeptical about whether 
a white anthropologist could do bias-free research on people of color. 
She viewed some of what she heard in Malinowski’s classes as blatantly 
racist and offensive. Malinowski's own list of scholarly publications in¬ 
cluded titles like “Sex and Repression in Savage Society." “Crime and 
Custom in Savage Society." and “Myth in Primitive Society." 22 Even 
though such terminology was common in the 1920s and 1930s, Essie 
took issue with descriptions of dark-skinned peoples as backward, 
primitive, and savage, and she did not hesitate to express these views in¬ 
side and outside of class. 
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According to biographers and his own published diaries, Malinow¬ 
ski was a complicated man plagued by anxieties, phobias, and character 
4 aws. While he broke with early twentieth-century European scholars 
who saw Black and Brown people of the world as representing some 
k»wer form of humanity. Malinowski himself was not free from racist or 
elitist views, some of which Essie must have detected in class. The pub- 
bcanon of his New Guinea fieldwork diaries in 1967 created a sharp de¬ 
bate between his defenders and critics, with the critics alleging that he 
• as a narcissistic hypochondriac, prone to violent outbursts, who har¬ 
bored racist and condescending views toward the “native" people with 
whom he lived while doing his research. The diaries were published 
posthumously so Malinowski could not respond to the reviews, and we 
will never know Essie’s reaction since she also did not live to read the 
revelatory publications/’ 

Essie was one of the few Black American students in Malinowski's 
seminars, although Ralph Bunche would study briefly with him a few 
years later. Essie's intellectual interests included both the African and 
the Black American experience. After one class discussion about segre¬ 
gation in the United States, she wrote Malinowski, on her ow n initia¬ 
tive, a ten-page reflection. “My Dear Professor Malinowski,” she began. 
“Last week we talked about the idea of Segregation as a possible solu¬ 
tion to the Negro Problem in America. There was so much 1 wanted 
id tell you about the idea, that I have put it down on paper,... 1 would 
be glad to discuss it w ith you someday." 24 She then carefully described 
the political and economic roots of American racism and the pathology 
ot anti-Black sentiment among white Americans. It is unclear what his 
reply was to Essie’s letter but to his credit, Malinowski was the one who 
first suggested that Essie pursue a Ph.D. in anthropology. She was re¬ 
sistant at hrst, saying it was too “high brow " for her, but Malinowski 
insisted she would be good at it. “It is what you have been doing," he 
told her referring to her interest in people, cultures, and diverse ways of 
doing things/ 5 Years later Essie decided to pursue a graduate degree in 
anthropology (a degree she would never finish), and from the start she 
was determined to do her fieldwork somewhere in Africa. 26 

On her own, Essie was grappling w ith issues of race, culture, and as¬ 
similation, themes that appeared repeatedly in her fiction. It was also 
around this time that she became acquainted with the voung African 
American anthropologist Allison Dasis, who was also at LSE for a 
short time, and who would go on to have a distinguished and pioneer¬ 
ing career in the field of race and anthropology. 2 ' A committed “race 
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woman” meaning a Black woman proud of her African ancestry and 
committed to the progress and plight of Black people —Essie was in¬ 
creasingly impatient with Blacks who looked to Europe and the West 
instead of Africa for insights and inspiration. She expressed both a left¬ 
ist Pan-Africanism and an internationalist view of Black identity and 
politics. Interestingly, in 1934, when Dr. Harold Moody, a Jamaican 
living in London, asked Essie and Paul to support the newly formed 
League of Colored Peoples (LCP), a group that advocated for the 
rights of people of African descent living in Europe and throughout the 
African Diaspora. Essie bluntly, perhaps rashly, refused. She said that 
people of African descent in Britain had turned their hacks on Africa 
and were “trying hard to fit into a white world and a white future. That 
is their affair, not ours." 2 * In a harsh way, she seemed to be making a 
distinction between Black Britains who had settled there permanently 
and her student friends who had the view of returning to Africa after 
their studies. The line between the two was thinner than Essie was pre¬ 
pared to acknowledge, and Moody’s work and ideas were closer to her 
own than she seemed to appreciate. Essie also presumed to speak for 
Paul on this matter when it was not at all clear that he shared her view. 
In fact, he would later lend his support to Moody and the LCP. 

In terms of Essie's Pan-Africanist views, she was a supporter of Afri¬ 
can and Third World unity as a strategy against colonialism and im¬ 
perialism. She was a “race conscious woman" with a focus on Africa and 
peoples of African descent. 1 ler support for African leaders, however, 
was never unconditional and would always be framed within a larger 
understanding of geopolitical dynamics. That is. her Pan-Africanism, in 
the tradition of W. E. B. Du Bois more than Marcus Garvey, was still 
deeply international. Essie articulated the links between the colonized 
peoples of the world and never saw her allegiances or her analysis in 
narrowly racial or nationalist terms. 29 She was deeply influenced by the 
Indian activists and intellectuals whom she met in London—such as law 
student Rajni Patel and aspiring filmmaker D. G. Tendulkar—and saw 
important links between the Indian and the Black American experience. 
She made a point of connecting not only the ideas, but also the people. 
She introduced poet Langston Hughes to Jawaharlal Nehru in the 1930s 
and made other similar introductions as well.’ 0 

Around this time Essie was in touch with the Black novelist and 
anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston, whom she and Paul had known 
in New York in the 1920s. Hurston encouraged Essie in her studv of 
African cultures and societies. “What you tell me about your studies is 
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thrilling," she wrote to Essie in 1934. “You know that we do not know 
anything about ourselves. You realize every day how silly our ‘leaders' 
sound—talking what they don't know.” Referring to the importance of 
studying indigenous African cultures, Hurston concluded. “This means 
you are going to Africa to study at [rir] first hand. That is glorious." She 
then harshly criticized a number of Harlem writers and activists who 
had recently disparaged Black “folk" sources. Hurston wrote, “1 have 
steadily maintained that the real us was infinitely superior to the sym¬ 
pathetic minstrel version." Hurston stressed the importance of a kind of 
authenticity and complexity w hen dealing with Black subjects. In telling 
Essie about her debut novel published in 1934, Jonah's Gourd Vine , the 
story of a Black minister in a small U.S. southern town, Hurston wrote: 
“I tried to be natural and not pander to the folks who expect a clown 
or a villain in every Negro."*' Essie’s communications with Hurston 
may have influenced both her reaction to I larold Moody anil her inter¬ 
actions with not only Malinowski (whom Hurston also knew), but her 
other LSE teachers and classmates as well. 11 

While Essie was influenced by Malinowski, and developed a collegial 
but sometimes contentious intellectual relationship with him, she de¬ 
veloped a much closer and more personal relationship w-ith one of his 
younger colleagues, economic anthropologist Raymond Firth. A native 
of New Zealand. Firth came to the LSE with his wife, Rosemary, who 
was also an anthropologist. I le became a legendary figure at the school 
and would live to the ripe old age of one hundred. During the 1930s, 
Firth was a young professor at LSE and he and Rosemary became close 
friends of Essie’s. Essie wrote him long, rambling, personal letters dur¬ 
ing her travels to Glasgow, California, and Leningrad, addressing him 
as “Raymond, Dear." and signing her letters. “Landa." a nickname she 
apparently only used during her student days at LSE.” In one letter, 
she lamented that her travels and family obligations took her away from 
her studies at LSE and her informal discussions w ith Firth. “Raymond, 
Dear: 1 do enjoy my evenings with you so very much, that I am furious 
about having so few. The more I sec you, the more 1 like you."* 4 

Essie's family obligations and work on behalf of Paul’s career often 
kept her from focusing on her studies as she might have wanted to. She 
made her own decisions, to be sure, but she often felt torn between two 
callings. She would write to her professors apologizing for not being 
able to be more of an active participant in some of her classes because 
she was on the road with her husband.* 5 

During this period, Essie and Paul’s mutual interests in Africa con- 
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tinued to deepen. It was a growing passion that they pursued indepen¬ 
dently and together. More than anything else. Paul and Essie had an 
intellectual relationship. They talked about ideas and history, culture 
and politics. They talked about the interesting people they met and 
the books they read. So as Essie’s interest in. and knowledge of. Africa 
grew’ stronger over the early 1930s, she undoubtedly influenced Paul’s 
thinking and vice versa. It was Essie, however, who would eventually 
make Africa and its liberation the central focus of her life's work. It w as 
Essie who first introduced Paul to Jomo Kenvatta. And it was Essie who 
interviewed African expatriates and applied for a Guggenheim to travel 
to Africa. 

In the winter of 1934 Paul received a most appealing invitation. He 
was asked to participate in a film about the Haitian revolutionary Tous- 
saint L'Ouverture that was to be made in the Soviet Union. It w as to be 
directed by the preeminent Soviet filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, direc¬ 
tor of Battleship Potemkin and other Russian classic films. The British 
writer Marie Seton, an acquaintance of Eisenstein, came to dinner at 
the Robesons* apartment at 19 Buckingham Street one evening to dis¬ 
cuss the project. Essie made duck, one of her culinary specialties, and 
Marie climbed the narrow, creaky stairs to their place with a personal 
letter from Eisenstein inviting Paul to come to Russia to make the 
film. 16 The three enjoyed a lovely dinner, a lively conversation ensued, 
and by the end of the evening the Robesons had accepted the offer. 
They were both excited to go. 

Essie wanted to visit the Soviet Union for many reasons. First, in 
the circles she and Paul traveled in there was a buzz about the place. 
Two years before the Robesons made their trek, a group of twenty-one 
American Negroes had landed in Moscow to make a film called Black 
and White, which was to be about race relations in the United States. 
The film was never completed, but the trip was historic and transfor¬ 
mative. Louise Thompson, who would later marry the Robesons’ friend 
William Patterson, was forever changed by all that she saw, learned, and 
experienced. The Black film cast was made up of artists, writers, leftist 
intellectuals, and ordinary workers, all curious and eager for a chance 
to see the world, especially a part of the world that claimed to stand 
in opposition to racism and imperialism. 1 ' Even though Essie did not 
know many of the artists well, she did know Langston Hughes, who 
w rote and spoke about the experience w idely and undoubtedly piqued 
Essie’s curiosity even more. A second reason that Essie wanted to travel 
to the Soviet Union had to do with her familial ties to the region. The 
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precise reason that her two brothers chose to migrate to the socialist 
country is unclear, but we do know that they were in search of work and 
new opportunities and that by the time Essie and Paul headed to the 
Soviet Union, Frank and John Goode were already there. 

In December of 19*4, then, w ith Marie Seton in tow, Essie and Paul 
took a train from London and headed east toward Russia. It was a long 
distance to cover. Along the way, they had a daylong layover in Berlin 
rnst a few days before Christmas. The ugly face of fascism could be 
leen everywhere. Hitler was already firmly in power, but the world did 
not yet know the full extent of the Nazi atrocities. Essie and Paul both 
knew that Jews and communists were being rounded up and that some 
of their German friends were being targeted. During their stay in Ber¬ 
lin. rather than stand around the train station for hours, they booked a 
hotel room for the day to relax in private. While they were at the hotel 
Essie called up one Jewish friend who came by to visit with them. He 
was in a terrible state, and told them some of the details of the brutality 
and vicious persecution that was under way. Paul and Essie were both 
shaken by the news."* 

A few hours later, in the Berlin train station, another disturbing event 
occurred. As they were preparing to depart. Paul and Marie were sur¬ 
rounded by a group of hostile German soldiers w ith menacing looks 
and loaded guns, who spat out racial epithets in German (which Paul 
understood). Paul thought an attack was imminent. The soldiers moved 
in closer and the situation grew tense. Essie had gone to check on their 
luggage, but returned just as the train to Moscow arrived at the station, 
so the three were able to board quickly before any physical confronta¬ 
tion could occur. As their train pulled out of Berlin. Essie was haunted 
by the thought of what was unfolding there. Essie was chilled to the 
bone by w hat she heard and what she observed, by the fear she felt with 
every breath. Later recounting in her diary an amalgam of her feelings, 
including those expressed to her by Paul and Marie, Essie wrote that it 
was “a terrible feeling of wolves waiting to spring." “Uniforms, brown 
shirts, swastikas everywhere ... no one looks left or right." Essie imag¬ 
ined the feelings were akin to those of a "Negro in Mississippi" wait¬ 
ing to be lynched: “I suddenly understand for the first time-Terror. 

Fear. Horror. Tension." '' 1 ' Their train crossed the German border into 
Poland and chugged on toward Moscow. As Berlin faded from view and 
memory, Essie’s mood lifted. It was December 22 , and holiday cele¬ 
brations had begun early in the dining car. “We had vodka and cham¬ 
pagne with dinner,” she recalled, and “wine with lunch." They literally 
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washed away the fear and angst they had felt at coming face to face with 
fascism. It was such a different Germany than Essie remembered from 
years past. Bv the time they reached their destination, they had made 
new' friends on the train and all were in good spirits. 

In addition to working with Eisenstein on the film about Haiti, the 
Robesons had also come to the Soviet Union to sec for themselves w hat 
other friends and acquaintances had encountered there. In the 1930s, 
many Black leftists and artists looked to Russia as a hopeful political 
model, a socialist country that had condemned colonialism and formally 
rejected racial hierarchy. 40 W. E. B. Du Bois had visited the country in 
1926, less than a decade after the Bolshevik Revolution, and spoke posi¬ 
tively about what he saw. 41 In the 1930s, the Communist Party USA, a 
loyal ally of the Soviet Union, was at the height of its popularity among 
Black artists and intellectuals, including some friends of the Robesons 
from Harlem. Essie and Paul were curious about the country, and felt 
especially drawn by repons that there was little or no racial prejudice 
there. They had listened with great interest to the tales and critiques of 
Max Eastman, Claude McKay, as well as the negative views of Emma 
Goldman. Now they had come to evaluate the situation for themselves. 
After they arrived, Essie wrote to Carl Van Vechtcn and Fania Mari- 
noff, “YVc love it here, and we arc profoundly interested in what they 
are doing." 42 

Essie and Paul were not the only members of the family drawn to, and 
curious about, the Soviet Union in the 1930s. Essie's mother had been 
fascinated by Ruvsian culture since childhood, and Essie's two brothers 
had migrated there with great hopefulness. Frank Goode, the most ad¬ 
venturous of the three siblings, had attended Columbia University be¬ 
fore leaving for Europe to fight in World War 1 . Years after the war, he 
left the United States for good, landing in the Soviet Union in 1934 at 
the age of forty-one, only a few days before the Robesons’ arrival. 42 1 le 
eventually joined the Russian circus as a member of a celebrated Greco- 
Roman wrestling team and traveled around the vast country perform¬ 
ing for urban and rural audiences. 44 A few' years later he would settle 
in the city of Gorky; marry a Russian woman, Shura; claim Soviet citi¬ 
zenship; and have a daughter, whom he would name Eslanda. 45 Essie’s 
brother John had arrived in the Soviet Union the previous spring, but 
his stay would be temporary’. 

On their 1934-1935 trip. Essie and Paul also met or became reac¬ 
quainted with a number of African Americans who were living in the 
Soviet Union, a small delegation of whom met them at their hotel upon 


94 


BECOMING A WRITER AND ANTHROPOLOGIST 



their arrival. They spent time with their old Harlem friend William 
»Pat) Patterson, who was in Moscow recovering from a bout of tuber¬ 
culosis. Although Essie had likely not fully forgiven "Pat" for what he 
had done to her old friend Minnie, she and Paul both made a point to 
see him and talk to him while they were there. (Paul spent more time 
with him than Essie did.) They also met and socialized w ith the famed 
African American singer Marian Anderson, who had just performed 
a historic concert in Leningrad. The Robesons had met Anderson in 
London in 1928 when Paul was doing Showboat. introduced by none 
other than Alberta Hunter. They liked her immediately. Both Essie and 
Paul were in the audience at Anderson's debut London concert that 
same year, and they would spend considerable time together on many 
occasions after that. But while in Russia in 1935, the shy and less politi¬ 
cally engaged Anderson kept a relatively low profile, unlike the Robe¬ 
sons, who were the toasts of the town. 4 ** 

During their visit. Essie and Paul were treated like dignitaries by 
Soviet officials. While they w ere technically guests of Sergei Eisenstein, 
who himself was a bit out of favor with the Russian leadership, cit y offi¬ 
cials in Moscow quite literally rolled out the red carpet for Essie and 
Paul. 47 They were show n the best of the Soviet system: model schools, 
state-of-the-art hospitals, and not a hint of Jim Crow segregation. They 
were impressed. “The Soviet people have embarked on a great social 
experiment." Essie wrote in the Black New York newspaper the Amster¬ 
dam News. They “have built a society w here a Negro is not treated like 
a Negro, but is treated like a man." Her comments echo almost identi¬ 
cal statements made by Paul and later by her brothers. What attracted 
her. and Paul, to the Soviet Union, she said later, was the absence of 
racism, pure and simple. The appeal for Paul was more multifaceted, 
since he also had a special interest in Russian languages and culture. In 
an interview with the Chicago Defender during his stay, he proclaimed 
Soviet theater “the most interesting in the world." 48 To be sure, Paul 
and Essie's whirlwind tour in 1934 and early 1935 exposed them only to 
a showcase of socialist ideals and achievements. They did not witness or 
perceive any of the many problems alreadv brewing in Soviet society. 
Indeed. Essie's only complaint was the weather. She wrote to a friend 
back home. “It is 33 degrees below zero, and the Russians hold their 
noses in the streets to keep them from freezing." Still, she deemed the 
whole trip “an ideal holiday, 1 must say. the most interesting we have 
had." 40 

Essie, despite being the younger sibling, had been a kind of surrogate 


BECOMING A WRITER AND ANTHROPOLOGIST 


95 



mother to her two older brothers as they grew up. She was the dutiful 
daughter who kept things together at home while her mother worked, 
who thw arted the insults of playground bullies with her sharp tongue, 
and who provided money and resources to l>oth brothers at different 
times when they were down and out. By 1935 she and Paul had decided 
not to divorce and their finances were in good shape. Essie was pleased 
to be able to share some of that good fortune with her brothers as a way 
to help them get settled in Russia. “I left die boys really better fixed than 
they have ever been," she w rote reassuringly to her mother in January of 
1935. “They have everything they could possibly need."'" 

After the Robesons returned to London from the Soviet Union, 
Essie and Paul made plans for an extended stay in the United States be¬ 
ginning in September. After spending some time on the East Coast with 
family and friends, and after a short concert tour for Paul and Larry, 
Essie and Paul flew out to California for the filming of a remake of the 
movie version of Shot-boat. They stayed there several months and Essie 
was fascinated by the place. These were the early days of Hollywood 
anti the new medium of film represented an exciting new departure. 

In stark contrast to the glamour and excitement of Hollywood were 
the disturbing social and economic realities of the Great Depression, 
which Essie and Paul saw all around them. Bread lines, evictions, and 
massive unemployment were signs of the times, and all of this devas¬ 
tation hit Black America especially hard. An acquaintance of Essie's 
in Harlem, journalist Marvel Cook, who interviewed Essie during her 
1935 visit to the States, also was co-author of an article for Crisis maga¬ 
zine that same year that dramatized the brutal clfects the Depression 
was having on Negro women. The article, “Bronx Slave Market." was 
co-written with activist Ella Baker and documented the slave-like con¬ 
ditions of Black domestic workers in New York in the 1930s. Given the 
blunt trauma of the Depression on the communities and people that 
Essie loved, the success that she and Paul were experiencing must have 
been bittersweet. 

In addition to large and troubling social issues, Essie had her hands 
full personally and professionally. She had alw ays been busy, but in the 
mid-i93os —as she fought to advance Paul’s career, triage the deluge 
of offers and requests that were coming his way, pursue her own fledg¬ 
ling career as a writer, manage the family finances, and oversee the care 
of her voung son—she sometimes felt overwhelmed, although exter¬ 
nally she remained calm. When the Robesons* old friend Walter White 
complained in November of 1935 that they had not responded quickly 
enough to his request for Paul to do a benefit concert for the NAACP 
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• rule they were in the States. Essie lost her patience. White had hinted 
that Paul and Essie were being elusive. “Elusive, hell." she wrote. “We 
•re hard-working people, you mean." She went on to explain that she 
had tried to respond to his request but was unable to reach him; further, 
they were already overbooked and stretched to the limit, and the benefit 
would have to wait until another time. 51 

After Paul finished his scenes from Showboat, the couple headed home. 
On their way back to London by way of New York, Essie stopped off 
m Chicago to snag an interview with the rising star athlete Joe Louis, 
•howas soon to become the next heavyweight-boxing champion of the 
world, and was already a great source of pride for the Negro Ameri¬ 
can community. Essie was building her portfolio as a journalist bit by 
bit; even when pieces did not get published, as was the case with this 
one. she welcomed the opportunity to get more experience under her 
belt. During their stay in Chicago Essie was not only wearing her jour¬ 
nalist's hat; she was thinking of her interest in anthropology as well. 
>hc wrote back to her professor Ray Firth in London. “I had a long 
fascinating visit with the Hcrskovitscs [noted anthropologist Melville 
Herslcovits and his wife] in Chicago. Paul went with me. and we en¬ 
joyed them immensely."” The Robesons had first met Herskovits in 
New York in 1924 when he was conducting research and teaching at 
Columbia University.” I Ic and Essie exchanged letters about shared 
intellectual interests. 

Melville I Icrskovits’s research focused on the importance of Africa 
for African Americans, and he was a strong advocate of African inde- 
pendc ncc in the post-World War II vears. Essie clearly found their ex¬ 
changes very stimulating, and I lerskov its went to great lengths to share 
information with Essie that he thought would be of particular inter¬ 
est to her as a budding anthrojxdogist. We can only speculate about 
their conversations about Malinowski, whom they both knew and were 
critical of. Herskovits was pretty open about his disdain for Malinow¬ 
ski. One historian reported. “Herskovits abhorred European scholars 
who worked for the state, particularly anthropologists like Bronislaw 
Malinowski, whom he believed acted in service to imperialist govern¬ 
ments and not a search for truth. In 1936 Herskovits expressed his irri¬ 
tation at Malinowski's ‘prescription for running the lives of the East 
Africans!’" 54 As an aside. Herskovits had his owm critics. Some Negro 
scholars like Rayford Logan thought that he was overly controlling and 
condescending in his relations with Black colleagues and students.” 
Essie and Paul did not view or experience him that way. 

In April of 1935, a new film about Africa, Sanders of the Rn er, star- 
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ring Paul Robeson, opened in London. In it Paul played a local Afri¬ 
can chief, often clad in leopard skin and loincloth, who was loyal to 
the British commissioner. F.ssie had negotiated a lucrative contract for 
Paul, but she had been unable to secure rights to approve the final ver¬ 
sion of the film. As a result, the final cut of the film had an unapolo- 
getically pro-colonial message that pained the Robesons deeply. Sunders 
premiered with great fanfare at a time when the couple was deepen¬ 
ing their knowledge of and commitment to the plight of Africa and 
the cause of African freedom. Their friend Jomo Kenyatta, the future 
president of Kenya, had even accepted a small part in the movie. But 
the success that Sanders enjoyed among American and British audiences 
and the boost it represented for Paul's career were bittersweet—and 
more bitter than sweet. 

Another negative association with the film for Essie was her suspi¬ 
cion that Paul was romantically involved with his young and lovely co- 
star Nina Mae McKinney, a twenty-three-year-old beauty who had 
performed on Broadway, in Paris cabarets, and as a lead in the all-Black 
Hollywood movie Hallelujah* Essie felt awkwardly in competition 
with Nina for Paul's affections, to the extent of putting on a sexy dress 
one evening to try to entice Paul to stay w ith her rather than go off for 
a suspected rendezvous with McKinney. At the same time, however, 
Essie enjoyed her ow n innocent flirtation w ith a married but handsome 
British actor named Richard Donat. 57 

Paul was extremely distraught over the ideas championed by Sanders 
of the River, so much so that he walked out of the Leicester Square The¬ 
atre during the London premiere. Essie followed him outside, inter¬ 
cepted him, and convinced him to return. Marcus Garvey was one of 
a number of Black critics of Sanders. I Ic excoriated not only the anti- 
African messages in the film, but also Paul Robeson for participating 
in it. “Why should we have a Negro of ability playing the part that will 
assist others to dishonor and discredit the Black Race?" he demanded to 
know. 5 * For practical reasons, Essie and Paul had to ride out the pub¬ 
licity surrounding the film and temporarily suppress their own criti¬ 
cisms of it. But Essie too was painfully disappointed and embarrassed 
by their association with the production. She became determined that 
neither she nor Paul would ever support another film like Sanders.™ 

The experience of the Sanders movie convinced Essie that in order to 
understand the tangle of complex social and political issues represented 
bv colonialism, to speak and write effectively about them, and to debate 
w ith her colleagues more effectively, she had to visit Africa herself. Vet 
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Essie's first Af rican journey, in 1936, was not only a scholarly expedi¬ 
tion, but also a personal quest. She had long harbored a desire to make 
the trip, ever since her conversations with Leonard Barnes anil Kojo 
Touvalou Houenou in the summer of 1932. Like many Black Americans 
who visited the continent in the early 1900s, Essie was on a “pilgrim¬ 
age" as much as anything else. 60 Essie wanted to discover Africa, but she 
also admittedly wanted to discover herself, in some nearly ineffable way. 
Africa represented the land of her ancestors; it w as her “old country," as 
she put it. borrowing the phrase European immigrants commonly used 
to refer to their roots in Italy, Poland. Russia, or Ireland. And myths 
and stereotypes about Africa had fueled the anti-Black racism she had 
| witnessed firsthand her w hole life. So for her, the desire to visit Africa 
was very personal. 

Essie had very high hopes for this trip. She planned to collect data 
tor her anthropological research, learn more about the political land¬ 
scape of the vast continent, and have “a high adventure" with Paul Jr., 
who, she had decided, would be her very special travel companion. 61 
The decision to take her eight-year-old son along must have been a dif¬ 
ficult one, given the uncertainties and dangers of such a trip in those 
days. But both Essie and Paul w anted their son to experience Africa in 
order to better appreciate his African ancestry. The Robesons had left 
the Black enclave of 1 larlem w hen Paul Jr. w as just a baby. Since then, 
he had lived primarily in England and continental Europe, except for 
a year-and-a-half stint with his grandmother in the United States and 
Canada. For the most pan, he had white British friends, wore short 
pants like his classmates, spoke with a British accent, and had very little 
know ledge of the larger Black world, except through books. Moreover, 
he had been surrounded his entire life by considerable comfort and 
privilege. In his ow n words, he was “a black rich kid in an almost en¬ 
tirely white environment." 62 

The year 1935, though, had been an eventful year for young Paul, and 
a trying year for Essie as a parent. I Ic and his grandmother had been 
sent back across the Atlantic—partly because Essie's mother wanted 
to return and partly because Essie and Paul wanted to test the culture 
and educational waters for Paul Jr. They relocated first to Greenwich 
Village, then to Montreal, and eventually to a country house in west¬ 
ern Massachusetts. It was a tumultuous year for the boy: he changed 
schools twice in only a few months, was called a "nigger" and shoved 
into a swimming pool by the school bully, and was treated harshly by Ins 
third-grade teacher. Essie was furious and frustrated when she heard the 
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news from her mother about what Haul Jr. was going through. She was 
more concerned at his "spirit" being suppressed than anything else. 6 ’ 
Paul Jr. himself later reflected on the difficulties of that year, describing 
himself as a "depressed and angry" child, fed up with his grandmother’s 
rigid rules, and explaining “the unrelenting racism" he encountered in 
the U nited States. 64 Essie wrote long and anguish-filled letters to her 
mother in New York, asking questions, making suggestions, and ex¬ 
pressing her own indecision about what was best for her son. After all 
that, a major trip to Africa would be the perfect tonic, Essie must have 
reasoned. Africa would show him starkly different cultures and material 
realities, bolster his confidence, and broaden his horizon. It would also 
allow him to share a special summer adventure with his mother. 6 ' 

In the American and European imagination of 1936, Africa was the 
place of Tarzan comic books and stones about cannibalism. Negative 
images and racist myths about Africa were ubiquitous, including in lib¬ 
eral academic and social circles. Even many Black Americans shunned 
any association with the land of their ancestors, viewing it as backward 
and an embarrassment. Essie wanted to inoculate her son against these 
biases and misperceptions. Put bluntly, Essie wanted to “acquaint him 
with his Black people." 66 

Traveling to Africa in the 1930s was arduous for anyone, but for a 
Black woman there were unique emotional, psychological, and even 
logistical challenges. European colonialism still dominated the conti¬ 
nent. Making arrangements and securing visas was so difficult, in fact, 
that Essie left England without proper paperwork for all the places she 
intended to visit, unsure about whether she would lie able to enter those 
areas when she arrived. Since Blacks and white colonials lived in seg¬ 
regated worlds, orchestrating her lodging and transportation was not 
at all straightforward. Essie had made arrangements to do some of her 
primary fieldwork in Uganda, but she intended to visit Kenya, Basuto¬ 
land, Swaziland, and South Africa along the way. It was an ambitious 
itinerary, from Madeira to the Cape of Good Hope, up the cast coast 
to Kenya and Zanzibar, followed by an extended stay in Uganda. On 
their return trip they would briefly stop over in Egypt and Sudan, then 
finally return home. She was determined to see more than the tourists’ 
or missionary's view of the African continent. 

Essie encountered her first obstacle even before she left England. She 
had purchased her tickets, obtained the necessary vaccines, and sent let¬ 
ters to friends and friends of friends whom she hoped to meet while she 
was in Africa. But the South Africans refused to give her a visa. They 
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did not say “no" outright; they just kept putting her off—in her mind, 
because they were hoping to deter her. “The visas were a real problem,” 
Essie recalled, "it seems if you are Negro, you can't make up your mind 
to go to Africa, and just go. Oh no. Not unless you are a missionary. The 
white people of Africa do not want educated Negroes traveling around 
seeing how their brothers live." 6 ' Refusing to have her plans thwarted, 
£ 'Sie told Paul she was going to go, visa or not. If she were declined 
entry when she got off the ship, she would put up a fuss and he should 
do the same on her behalf from London. "Angry, frustrated," a little 
nervous, but still determined, Essie moved forward w ith her plans. 6 " 

Against this backdrop, to help ensure a successful trip Essie enlisted 
the help of a family acquaintance, J. D. Rheinallt Jones, the Welsh-born 
founder of the South African Institute for Race Relations w hom she 
had met in London but w ho now lived and worked in South Africa. She 
asked Jones to provide her w ith a letter of introduction to smooth the 
way w ith colonial officials in South Africa when she arrived. He advised 
her to be careful about what she said publicly given her absence of an 
official South African visa.** 

Essie knew that the social dynamics would be complicated. She was 
an American woman and a Negro; she had the privilege of a U.S. pass¬ 
port. but shared a common ancestry w ith the subjugated masses. She 
had a personal and political desire to l>ond with Africa’s oppressed 
people, but many of her contacts and connections were among the po¬ 
litical, religious, and intellectual elite, both w hite and Black. Still off she 
went—the w ife of a celebrity, w ith her fine luggage, good clothes, and 
sophisticated taste, determined in some awkward, ill-defined, but still 
thoroughly genuine way to “reclaim Africa." Her view of the continent 
and its people, and how she saw her relationship to both, would deepen 
and mature quickly and profoundly. 

It was the eve of World War 11 in Europe. The aggression and atroci¬ 
ties of Hitler were in the news daily, and the Great Depression in the 
United States showed no signs of easing. In die spring of 1936, the Ital¬ 
ian army under the command of fascist Benito Mussolini made its first 
imperialist forays into the African continent, pushing troops, tanks, and 
warplanes into previously independent Ethiopia and launching what 
would become a heinous five-year occupation. 70 Back in Harlem, people 
w-ere protesting the invasion in the streets. A few weeks later, against the 
backdrop of w ar and strife on both sides of the Atlanric, Essie, with her 
eight-year-old son in tow. would set sail for southern and eastern Africa 
on a long-awaited trip that would truly change her life. 
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AFRICA AT LAST, 1936 


Big talk, challenging ideas, enthralling discussions. The mails of our world 
moved outward and we caught a glimpse of things in the large. 

Eslanda Robeson 

Essie and Paul Jr. departed for the African continent on May 29, 1936. 
After Paul saw them otf from Waterloo Station in London, they took 
a train to Southampton, then the giant ship Winchester Castle hound 
for the so-called dark continent. 1 The three months Essie would spend 
in South Africa and Uganda would liecome a defining experience in 
her life. “Pauli is wide eyed and eager about everything" she wrote to 
friends as they began their journey, adding. “I’m pretty thrilled my¬ 
self." 2 

Ironically, but not surprisingly, the Robesons were the only Black 
passengers on board. There were Australians on holiday, Brits on busi¬ 
ness. and a few Christian missionaries among the other passengers, but 
not a single dark face among them. Essie wrote in her journal that their 
fellow passengers were civil but that during the first few days of the trip, 
she and Paul Jr. had minimal contact with their shipmates by choice. 
They stayed in their large and stately first-class cabin, playing cards and 
board games that Essie had brought along precisely for this purpose. 
Eventually, however, they did come out and mingle. 

Paul Jr. was a smart and engaging little boy, with his father’s charm, 
and he made friends easily. Before long. Essie too found herself in con¬ 
versation with other passengers on the ship. As she interacted and so¬ 
cialized with her fellow travelers, she took note of the class dynamics 
on board the vessel. She was appalled that the less affluent second- and 
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third-class passengers who traveled in the dark bowels of the ship were 
Allowed to come up to the first-class deck only on Sundays to worship 
it weekly church sen ices but never to enjoy the pool or other comforts. 
‘They may come up and pay their respects to God first class." Essie 
•rote sarcastically.’ She abhorred the crude disparity but still enjoyed 
being on the privileged side of the divide —another contradiction. 

Trans-Atlantic sea travel was slow and boring. Several days after they 
departed from England. Essie and Paul were happy to set foot on land 
again. They docked and spent an entire morning exploring the island 
of Madeira, a former Portuguese colony off the coast of Morocco and a 
favored, though isolated, tourist destination. “An extraordinary island," 
Essie wrote, “rising 3,000 feet straight up out of the sea, sheer and green 
and beautiful." 4 After a brief half-day excursion they were hack on the 
ship and back at sea. Two days later, they reached the coast of Senegal. 
ts>ie had a very emotional reaction to her first glimpse of sub-Saharan 
Africa off in the distance. “It is a gray and heavy thought," she wrote, 
“that between 1666 and 1800 more than five and a half million kid¬ 
napped Africans, my ancestors, began the dreadful journey across the 
Atlantic from this very stretch of coast, to be sold as slaves in the 'new 
world.’... No wonder the sea and sky and very air of this whole area 
seem sinister to me."* 

Even as the legacy of Africa's tortured past loomed large. Essie was 
curious about how her w hite shipmates viewed the continent and their 
relationships to it. Ever the ethnographer, she queried the White South 
Africans and Rhodesians aboard, most of whom were quite civil and 
eager to talk about their lives in Africa. Without seeming to render 
lodgment, or to express offense at the obvious racism and injustice in 
their accounts, Essie listened as they told their stories. One seventy- 
year-old woman, whom Essie referred to as “Mrs. G.,~ told her that her 
late husband had been close friends w ith Cecil Rhodes, the famed white 
colonizer after whom Rhodesia was named. She went on to tell Essie 
all about her wonderful “native servants." how fond she was of them 
and vice versa. Essie wrote in her diary that she felt as though she was 
“listening to a White Southerner from our own Deep South with their 
patriarchal" attitudes. 4 Another young w hite tobacco farmer told of his 
adventures in “the bush" with baboons, leopards, lions, and “frightened 
natives"—an account that seemed straight out of a Tarzan safari story.' 
Essie drew another parallel to the U.S. context: “'Native' seems to be 
their word for 'nigger.'" she observed dryly. She would later learn about 
the even more insulting term “kaffir." 8 

Finally, after more than two weeks at sea. Essie and Paul Jr. arrived 
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in Capetown, South Africa, at 7:00 in the morning on June 15,1936. It 
was pouring rain when the ship docked. Essie was immediately met in 
the ship’s lounge bv local reporters asking a barrage of questions about 
her famous husband. Why had he not made the trip with her? What 
did she and he think of the so-called native situation in South Africa? 
What was the true purpose of her trip? They wanted to know what she 
thought of “the primitive mind." how much “European blood" she had, 
and even her predictions about the impending world heavyweight box¬ 
ing match between the Negro fighter Joe Louis and the white contender 
Max Schmeling. Essie felt overwhelmed and uncharacteristically vul¬ 
nerable. She had arrived w ithout a proper visa and was trying to maneu¬ 
ver her safe entrance and a visit to Swaziland. She did not want to say 
anything in the press that would jeopardize her stay. “Newspapermen 
are the same the world over." Essie thought to herself and later confided 
to the pages of her diary. “They can ask some very ticklish questions, 
ami corner you into making some rash statements if you are not very 
careful.” 9 Her initial answers to the pushy herd of reporters were coy 
and vague, but she still found herself quoted in the press in ways that 
did not convey her true feelings. “My husband has never been inter¬ 
ested in politics," she was quoted as saying in one article. It went on to 
quote Essie as observing that Paul "had no fanciful ideas about Africa 
for the Africans” 10 There is no simple way to explain these published 
comments. Either Essie chose to handle what she perceived as a hostile 
situation by depicting herself and Paul as harmless and apolitical, or she 
was simply misquoted by a biased press determined to print w hat they 
wanted to hear. In either case. Essie felt bruised by the encounter and 
was relieved to put it behind her. 

Essie and Paul Jr. w ere also met at the dock in Capetown by Professor 
Isaac Schapera and one of his faculty colleagues at Universit y of Cape¬ 
town. Schapera, a young white South African from a small village, had, 
like Essie, been a student of Malinowski’s at the London School of Eco¬ 
nomics and would go on to become an expert on the Tswana people of 
what is now Botswana." Schapera made his way through the crowds and 
the rain to greet Essie and her son. He took them directly to an office 
on the campus so that she could make an overseas call to Paul to let him 
know that they had arrived safely. After that, she and Paul Jr. went to 
visit some contacts in the “colored" community. They had a wonder¬ 
ful dinner at the home of Louise Ballou Gow, a childhood friend of 
Essie’s Harlem pal Hattie Bolling. Gow, a Black American, had married 
Francis Gow, a South African AME minister and missionary in Cape- 
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town, and the couple had settled in an area called Woodstock. A tal¬ 
ented violinist, devoted educator, and mother, Louise lived and worked 
in South Africa for nearly fifty years. 12 She took Essie and Paul Jr. on a 
link tour of the area, including a stop in the area called District Six, the 
site of an intense struggle some years later over the government’s forced 
removal of the colored population to make way for new white settle¬ 
ments. 0 Essie was touched by the generosity of the local people, like the 
Gows, who hail taken “perfect strangers, immediately, into their homes, 
hearts and lives." 14 

Essie and Paul Jr. spent three eventful weeks in South Africa, and 
>hc savored every moment of the experience. Capetown is one of the 
world’s most beautiful cities. The magnificent Table Mountain towers 
over the blue green waters of the Atlantic and Indian Oceans. Lush 
green carpets of land contrast w ith dry dusty stretches, which have 
their own simple beauty. The whole city is adorned with the bright red 
spindly blossoms of the indigenous Protca plant. But as Essie discov¬ 
ered. Capetown’s physical beauty has for centuries been a backdrop to 
poverty and brutal racial hierarchy. Essie wrote in her diary each day 
about the gross injustices of the South African system, which she would 
later research and elaborate on in her published works. “No African 
may be in any public place in the Union of South Africa after curfew, 
except by special permit," Essie recounted. 15 In addition, "Africans arc 
required by law to live in [sequestered] native reserves" and carry the 
equivalent of passports in their own country. 1 ® 

Soon after arriving. Essie visited the “reserve" of Langa, several miles 
outside the city. Reserves, also called “locations." were essentially all- 
Black ghettos where poverty was rampant. Essie learned how it was ilk- 
F>‘ for Blacks to live in white areas and how the strictly enforced pass 
system kept the majority Black population subjugated, corralled, and 
controlled. 17 Langa was the first place Essie visited where she felt she 
saw how ordinary African people lived. Langa was considered “one of 
the better locations," but there were “no baths, no toilets, no water of 
any kind in the houses in Langa. 1 'hcre are community taps and toilets 
at the back, serving larger groups of houses." ,M The Robesons were ini¬ 
tially taken around by the white superintendent of Langa, w ho showed 
them the local hospital and its environs. They were then “turned over” to 
a local Black teacher, Mr. Mama, who greeted them warmly and brought 
out local children to welcome them w ith songs and engage them in con¬ 
versation in English. He reminded Essie of the Negro teachers she had 
known from schools like Tuskegee and Hampton in the United States. 
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They then visited Capetown’s diverse “colored" community, which in¬ 
cluded people of Chinese, Indian, and Malay backgrounds. 19 

The similarities between South Africa and the US. South were ap¬ 
parent to Essie right away. She was particularly interested in the condi¬ 
tion of the country’s workers and the wav in which race and economics 
were linked. The contradiction of having Black domestic workers in 
intimate contact with white families while racial segregation laws were 
in force was not lost on her. “The white folks want the Negroes to 
work for them," she wrote. "While they proclaim a fear and horror of 
Negroes in general living near by, they seem quite comfortable when 
the Negroes who work for them live within call —or indeed live right in 
their homes”-’ 0 This was as true in South Africa as it was back home. 

Essie was struck by the image of Black laborers and unemployed 
job seekers “trudging" on the dusty and ditch-riddled roads outside 
Capetown as they made their way from the reserves to the white areas, 
where the jobs were, and back again. 21 Essie saw miners winding their 
way home, weary', dirty, and bedraggled, w ith government-run “pick 
up vans" stopping them randomly. Any Black person without a "pass" 
(a special identification card that only Black people were required to 
carry) was carted off to jail. 22 The pick up vans reminded Essie of "dog- 
catcher’s" wagons, and the powerful and disturbing scene of Black 
people publicly humiliated and rounded up like animals on the street, 
which she was able to capture some images of u ith her camera, almost 
brought her to tears. 1 ler sadness was tempered only by her rage. She 
resolved to take it all in and use it later as ammunition in her war of 
words against South Africa’s brutal regime, a regime that would only 
grow worse w ith the formal advent of the Apartheid system some twelve 
years later. 

If Essie had arrived in South Africa with a slightly muted voice, afraid 
of w hether she would l»e allowed to complete her itinerary if she spoke 
her mind, she certainly left on a very different note. Essie boldly in¬ 
dicted the racism she had witnessed, and even commented on the un¬ 
warranted divisions and tensions between Blacks and so-called Colored 
or mixed-race people who had a distinct social, yet still subjugated, 
status in South Africa relative to whites. “A person with the slightest 
tinge of Negro blood in his veins is a ‘Nigger’ the world over," she pro¬ 
claimed, suggesting that unity among the darker races was needed — 
and condemning lighter-skinned Blacks in the United States and South 
Africa for feeling a sense of superiority vis-a-vis their darker counter¬ 
parts. 2 * 

On June 16, 1936, Essie and young Paul boarded yet another ship, 
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md sailed past the point where the Indian and Atlantic Oceans meet, 
heading up the eastern edge of the country to Port Elizabeth. On the 
abort boat ride from the Cape to Port Elizabeth. Essie befriended a 
young Black nanny who was “in charge of some white children.’’’ 4 The 
woman told Essie about her life and described the discrimination and 
abuses that she and her family had suffered. “The nursemaid told me 
many stories about the brutality of the Boars [white South Africans. 
Afrikaners, of Dutch ancestry)... so savage, so barbarous." a stark con¬ 
trast to the “native stories" told to Essie by her white shipmates on the 
first leg of her trip. 25 The woman also had views and knowledge of the 
hrger ssues that surrounded her. explaining to Essie "how the South 
Africans keep trying to pit the Cape Colored against the Natives, im¬ 
pressing the former with the idea that they arc better than the blacks— 
more European — keeping them in separate schools, in separate living 
areas." Essie's “colored" phenotype may have prompted the candid dis¬ 
cussion. The woman added, however, that things were changing and the 
so-called colored people were realizing that their fate was linked more 
to their Black counterparts than to the white elites, offering personal 
examples from her ow n family to underscore the point. 26 Essie nodded 
and took it all in. In fact, the experience may well mark the beginning 
of Essie’s appreciation of the wisdom of the common people of South 
Africa, an appreciation that became part of her writings about the area 

I and conditions there. 

Upon their arrival in Port Elizabeth on June 19, the Robesons were 
met by Essie's old friend from London, a young physician named 
Rosebery Bokwc. 1 lis sister, Frieda, was married to Z. K. Matthews, 
who would become a legendary leader of the African National Con¬ 
gress (ANC). Matthews too had studied with Malinowski at the Lon¬ 
don School of Economics anti Essie had know n him there as a part of 
a larger circle of African students and intellectuals. She would come 
to know him much better, however, in the years to follow. 27 Matthews 
would be jailed for his political activities in the famous Treason Trials of 
1956. along with two men who would become icons of the South Afri¬ 
can freedom struggle: Nelson Mandela and W alter Sisulu. 28 Matthews 
died before the end of Apartheid, but his contributions to the cause are 
still widely celebrated. As for her old friend Bowke, Essie felt close to 
the staid and unassuming doctor and was happy to see him relaxed and 
at home in South Africa. She wrote to Paul. “You would be amazed at 
Bokwe. He looked so quiet in London. He is really brilliant, quite fun. 
enormously popular." 26 

Bokwe was accompanied by Max Yergan, whom Essie would later 
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work closely with in the Council on African Affairs (CAA). Paul had 
met Max before, but Essie met him for the first time in South Africa 
and liked him “on sight." 10 Max Yergan was an enigmatic figure. A 
learned man w ith deeply held beliefs, Yergan had first come to South 
Africa in 1920 as a missionary' working w ith the YMCA, but had been 
transformed and radicalized by his experience there. By 1931 he was 
considering himself a “revolutionist" who favored transformative so¬ 
cial change and was harshly critical of both colonialism and capitalism. 
He would later return to the United States, embrace communism and 
w'ork w ith not only the CAA but also the National Negro Congress and 
other left-wing organizations, only to eventually betray his comrades 
and testify against them during the anti-communist McCarthy period. 
But when Essie met him in 1936, he w as a different man. He had just re¬ 
turned from India, where he had met with Nehru, and was still digest¬ 
ing the experience of a trip to the Soviet Union. They had many things 
in common, enjoyed many long conversations, and the rapport estab¬ 
lished between them was genuine.* 1 After collecting Essie and Paul Jr. 
at the docks in Port Elizabeth. Bokwe and Yergan took the two to lunch 
and then to an African reserve called New Brighton. 

In New Brighton, Essie observed “pathetic" shack homes as well as 
living conditions even more deplorable than what she had encountered 
outside Capetown. Vet despite the poverty and suffering she witnessed 
everywhere. Essie was impressed and inspired by the richness of the 
intellectual and political exchanges she had not only with Yergen and 
Bow ke. but also with the people they met in the dusty villages and ram¬ 
shackle little dwellings of South Africa. “Big talk, challenging ideas, 
enthralling discussions. The walls of our world moved outward, and 
we caught a glimpse of things in the large. Maybe we didn’t solve any¬ 
thing. Maybe we couldn't. But at least we could know what was going 
on. To he aw are was to be alive." she concluded. “And I thought as 1 lis¬ 
tened, these Africans, these ‘primitives,’ make me feel humble and re¬ 
spectful. I blush with shame for the mental picture my fellow Negroes 
in America have of our African brothers. ... 1 am surprised and de¬ 
lighted to find these Africans far more politically aware than my fellow' 
Negroes in America. They understand their situation and the causes of 
the terrible conditions under which they live, and are continually seek¬ 
ing—and are firmly resolved to find—a way to improve their lot."* 2 If 
she w as not clear about the connections among colonialism, racism, and 
exploitation before her trip to Africa in 1936. Essie certainly came away 
from the experience w ith a vivid sense of this relationship. In addition, 
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she encountered in Africa a distinctly dilferent picture of the diverse 
peoples of the continent from those mostly negative depictions that she 
had known from her time in the United States and Britain. 

While in South Africa, Essie talked with her hosts and others about 
culture, economics, politics, history, and the future of Africa and the 
world. “The conversations ranged widely," she recalled in her book 
African Journey, from problems with “African education.” to the “con¬ 
ditions in India," to “Italy’s activities in Ethiopia." She savored these 
opportunities to learn and debate, but was disturbed by the absence of 
African women. She noticed that women often ate separately and did 
not partake in the lively after-dinner discussions about politics and pub¬ 
lic life. Still. Essie participated in those conversations with confidence 
and determination.” 

After leaving New Brighton, Essie, Paul Jr., and their two compan¬ 
ions proceeded northwest to Yergan’s home in the tiny mission town of 
Alice, where he lived with his wife, Susie, and their three children, and 
where Essie would stay during much of her time in South Africa. There 
was another reason for heading that direction. In nearby Grahamstown 
on June 22, 1936, Rosebery Bokwe married his longtime sweetheart, 
Irene, in an elaborate ceremony that involved a large extended family, 
spanned several days and two villages, and entailed much dancing, eat¬ 
ing, and drinking. Essie was thrilled that she and Paul Jr. could be a part 
of the festivities.’ 4 

After Bokwe’s wedding celebration, Essie visited the African reserve 
of Ntaelamanzi, set on a depressed and “barren bit of ground." It was 
another sobering and eye-opening experience. At the same time, Essie 
was struck by the generous hospitality she encountered there. Though 
they had very little themselves, people opened their homes and pullet! 
up extra chairs at their tables for unexpected guests whose names they 
barely knew.” The local poverty w as gut-w renching. Essie and Paul Jr. 
were so moved anti disturbed, they began giving coins away to destitute 
families along the roadside. They tried to be careful though, under¬ 
standing that such charity had to Ik* offered in just the right way so 
that local people would not take offense. “We changed a lot of notes 
into silver and, thus armed, took to the roads again." Essie recounted. 
“We gave one charming Basuto family two half-crowns, and the man 
thanked us with such dignity I could have cried.”** This was Essie's 
awkward but genuine w av of trying to make a small difference. 

One of their hosts during their stay in the area was Dr. James <Ylo- 
roka. a medical doctor and professor trained in Scotland, as well as a 
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member of the ANC who had been jailed for his activities as a young 
man. 37 Moroka, whom Essie found interesting and “very attractive.” 
was by this time among the more privileged Black South Africans. 38 
He lived in a fine house in a designated native area outside of Bloem¬ 
fontein anil drove a brand new Hudson Terraplane automobile. 3V I le 
took Essie on a one-dav visit to Basutoland, where the local people wore 
distinctive shawls and traveled almost exclusively on horseback. 40 Later 
that evening. Essie enjoyed the intergenerational conversations around 
Dr. Moroka’s dinner table, which included many of his students. After 
dinner they all sat by an open fire in the drawing room and continued 
their exchange. The discussions covered the plight and future of Africa, 
but also gave the young Africans an opportunity to ask Essie al>out con¬ 
ditions in America and England. 41 

On July 2, Essie and Paul Jr. joined Dr. Alfred Bitini Xuma in Sofia- 
town 42 Essie did not mind at all being “passed ofl " from Dr. Moroka 
to Dr. Xuma. “This traveling about Africa reminds me of traveling in 
the Deep South in America: you arc passed from friend to friend, from 
car to car, from home to home, often covering thousands of miles with¬ 
out enduring the inconveniences and humiliations of the incredibly 
bad Jim Crow train accommodations and the lack of hotel facilities 
for Negroes.” 43 Through it all, Essie felt she was in good and capable 
hands. She regarded Max Yergan, who coordinated the South Africa leg 
of her trip, as their “guardian angel, he took such good care" of Paul Jr. 
and herself. 44 In Sofiatown they were received warmly, and Essie spoke 
before a local group about the racial politics back in the United States. 45 

At one point, they passed briefly through the outskirts of Johan¬ 
nesburg, South Africa’s largest city. South Africa was a resource-rich 
country and Black labor had been brutally harnessed by the colonial 
system so that the British and later the Dutch-descended Afrikaners 
could profit from the extraction of diamonds, gold, and other minerals. 
Essie and Paul Jr. were able to get an insider’s view of life inside one of 
South Africa’s notorious mining compounds. Since it was Sunday and 
the w hite overseer was away, they were given a tour of the facilities at 
the Robinson Deep compound by the workers who lived and labored 
there. Describing herself as normally “shockproof." Essie w as stunned 
bv the deplorable conditions the resident miners showed them. The 
mines were gloomy and treacherous, and the barracks where workers 
slept at night were cramped and depressing. Their huts reminded Essie 
of "dog kennels ” 4tt While in Johannesburg. Essie was again honored at 
a reception and invited to offer her views on the Black American experi¬ 
ence as it related to Africa. Then as they left Johannesburg and traveled 


no 


AFRICA AT LAST 


farther afield. Essie met another group of miners on extended migra¬ 
tor)- labor duty far away from their families, passed through an isolated 
leper colony, and visited ramshackle rural schools. 47 

During her trip to South Africa. Essie not only witnessed suffering; 
»he also noticed a growing spirit of resistance. Quite fortuitously, a his¬ 
tone political conference was being held in the town of Bloemfontein 
«n the Orange Free State region while they were there, and because sev¬ 
eral of their hosts were slated to participate. Essie and Paul Jr. were in¬ 
vited o observe. Essie was thrilled to be going to the gathering, which 

she described accurately as "the biggest African convention to date- 

(South) Africans from all parts will Ik- there-to discuss the new land 

acts and voting rights. ... It is pure luck that I can be there." 4 " Essie’s 
participation in the All-African National Convention in Bloemfontein 
vns a highlight of her trip. The conference included four hundred dele¬ 
gates from all over the country and was organized in specific response 
to the I ler/.og bill, new legislation that had been designed to disenfran¬ 
chise the handful of Black Africans w ho were allowed to vote in South 
Africa at that time. 49 While the system of “white rule" called Apart¬ 
heid would not be formally established for more than a decade, by 1936, 
when Essie was visiting, w hite colonial rule was the order of the day and 
the building blocks of Apartheid were already being put in place. 1 lis- 
torians now cite the gathering in Bloemfontein as a defining moment 
for the nascent liberation movement that would eventually topple the 
Apartheid regime sixty years later. Essie was especially interested to 
meet and talk w ith the women delegates to the convention about prob¬ 
lems and challenges facing women in South Africa. They were, in turn, 
curious to hear about the progress of women in the United States. 

Soon after the Bloemfontein meeting. Essie and Paul Jr. boarded vet 
another boat and started making their wav north toward Uganda. There 
would be many fascinating stops along the way. One was in Zanzibar, 
an eclectic and colorful island off the coast of Tanzania that enthralled 
Essie and Paul Jr. with its sights, sounds, and smells. A mixture of lan¬ 
guages and smells mingled on the crowded, narrow streets. Essie hired 
2 car to take them around the “fairytale island." w ith its aromatic “clove 
and coconut groves" and impressive Arab architecture, including “large 
stone houses" adorned with "heavy wood carvings." They also visited 
the local museum, markets, and a Swahili village before reboarding 
their ship to continue their journey. 50 Zanzibar's melange of cultures 
reflected the waves of migration, trade, and colonial domination by one 
group then another that marked the island’s history. 

They arrived in the port city of Mombasa. Kenya, on July 15. Essie 
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looked around and soaked up the sights. She could see Mount Kili¬ 
manjaro in the distance and the hauntingly beautiful baobab trees, and 
she immediately noticed the Arab and Asian influences mixed in with 
the African. They stayed overnight at the Manor Hotel before board¬ 
ing a train the next day, heading northwest toward Kampala. In one of 
many small indications of the extent of Paul Robeson's fame in 1936, the 
European owner of the hotel was a devoted Robeson fan, and treated 
Essie and Paul Jr. with exceptional care and deference after realizing 
who they were. 51 Indeed. Paul had a worldwide fan base; he was well 
known as a pioneering Black artist not only in Europe and the United 
States, but also throughout Asia, Africa, and Latin America. 

Essie and Paul Jr. left Mombasa and traveled high into the Kikuyu 
countryside, past the sugar cane and coffee plantations, through Nai¬ 
robi, and around the northern end of mighty Lake Victoria. They then 
left Kenya and entered the British Protectorate of Uganda.” “All along 
the way the scenery was extraordinary,” Essie wrote, and her son was 
mesmerized by the gazelles, zebra, wildebeests, and ostriches running 
just outside the train window.” Essie wrote to Paul that travel was dif¬ 
ficult, but she dared not complain because “every moment of | it] was 
interesting." M Instead of being met upon their arrival in Kampala by 
their friend from London, Akiki Nyabongo, cousin to the King of 
Toro, the Robesons were greeted by two of his surrogates, a “kindly" 
English couple, the Bowers. Nyabongo had been delayed, so he had 
called upon the Bowers to meet Essie and take care of his guests for the 
night.” Many things could disrupt or delay an otherwise well-planned 
itinerary in sub-Saharan Africa, where roads and communications sys¬ 
tems were notoriously bad. As was her way, Essie regarded this unex¬ 
pected change of plans as an opportunity to learn something new and 
thus she proceeded to query her hosts about their views on Africa and 
colonialism. Mr. Bowers, who ran a local girls school under the auspices 
of the Anglican Church, w as a talkative and opinionated fellow. He told 
Essie about taxes, colonial policy, education, and salary differentials be¬ 
tween whites and African workers. WTien Essie pressed the affable old 
man on the injustice of unequal pay, a semi-polite disagreement ensued. 
It was likely a relief to everyone that Essie and Paul Jr. only stayed with 
the Bowers for one night. 56 

Nyabongo. whom Essie had befriended when he w r as an anthro¬ 
pology student at Oxford, arrived early the next day to rescue them, 
and thev began the half-dav drive from Kampala to Kabarole. 57 The sun 
was hot, and the roads were so dusty and rugged that they had to stop 
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g l times along the route for refreshments and relief. Nyabongo’s 
j was royalty in this part of Uganda, so he and his guests were 
special treatment everywhere they went. For example, when they 
off the road for lunch in the tiny village of Butoke-Butotano, a 
of men and boys dressed immaculately in w hite caine out to the 
ay to greet them. “Odd that there are no women," Essie thought 
self/ 8 As was the custom, the women were waiting just out of 
Lssie noted the gender divide and women's relegation to periph¬ 
eral spaces on many occasions. During this stop, Nvabongo and Paul Jr. 
were taken to private quarters where they were stripped, bathed, and 
dressed in fresh clothes. Essie graciously declined the same treatment. 
She was later told that women would have quickly appeared ii she had 
accepted the offer.* 0 

Nvabongo would accompany and help to guide Essie and Paul Jr. 
for the duration of their trip. He had also agreed to aid Essie in her 

I h and made all the logistical arrangements for her stay. Essie 
dm “intelligent, friendly and efficient," and felt she was in very 
ands. ftl She was indeed. Whatever Nyabongo’s itinerary plan- 
ills, his intellectual acumen and creative talents alone would have 
im a perfect travel companion for Essie. The same year as Essie’s 
Uganda, Nyabongo published a book, pan autobiography, part 
, and pan fiction, entitled Africa Aimers Hack. Set in a mythical 
i, the book was described by one applauding reviewer as a tex- 
narrative of African empowerment and emancipation." Wc can 
lagine the animated conversations that Essie and the thirty-two- 
d Toro prince had during her African journey.^ 
der to grasp the complexity of Essie's navigations in sub-Saharan 
in 1936, one needs to look closely at the colonial realities in the 
some of which she was aware of. but some of w r hich she un- 
ily w as not. The land mass that came to be know n as Uganda had 
been a hotly contested area because of its mineral wealth. The British, 
Belgians, and Germans had squabbled over the borders of the protec¬ 
torate. Africans themselves had fought one another over those Ixirders 
and others, then employed widely varying and conflicting strategies of 
resistance to European rule. One strategy was accommodation. Some 

[ colonial subjects were sent off to England to receive university training 
with the idea that they would return and be intermediaries between the 
Brits and the indigenous population. England’s strategy of indirect rule 
meant that agreeable local chiefs and later Black YVestcrn-trained intel¬ 
lectuals were viewed as the desirable colonial and nco-colonial opera- 
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tives. But while some African elites openly collaborated with colonial 
powers, others used their W estern education to turn the tables: they ar¬ 
gued for African rights in British courts and made a moral case against 
white domination, first in Christian churches and organizations, and 
later in the international arena after the establishment of the United 
Nations. Moreover, there were African resistance movements, in the 
Uganda area and beyond, that refused to compromise or negotiate. 
The woman-centered Nyabingi Movement, based in southwest Uganda 
from 1910 through the 1930s, was one of these. 6 * Thus there were all 
kinds of resistance going on in Uganda around the time of Essie’s trip. 
Even though she met with a wide array of people, unlike her time in 
South Africa, she still did not encounter the most radical forces on the 
ground at the time. 1 ler trip to Uganda occurred under controlled cir¬ 
cumstances and under the watchful eye of British colonial authorities 
and British intelligence. Nevertheless, those she did meet opened her 
eyes in wavs she could not have imagined/* 

The village of Kabarolc was Essie and Paul Jr.'s home for their tour- 
week stay in Uganda. Nyabongo had arranged for them to have a small 
guesthouse to themselves with a corrugated metal roof, mud-clay walls, 
outdoor hath and lavatories, and a small patio area. The entire com¬ 
pound was surrounded bv a tall reed fence for privacy and for pro¬ 
tection from local wildlife.*' They were the official guests of the local 
leader, Chief Kaboha, so they were well taken care of by rural Ugandan 
standards. When they arrived, Essie was not only exhausted from the 
heat; she had also managed to contract a “bug" that gave her a “roar¬ 
ing fever,” chills, nausea, and the sensation of her "head bursting, eyes 
bulging, back broken in two at the waistline." Paul Jr. was quite con¬ 
cerned, and so were their hosts. The chief sent someone to check on her 
every morning. Essie recovered in a few days, however, and w as soon 
ready and eager to take in her new' surroundings. 6 * 

Essie felt very welcomed in their little village. People came to visit, 
sent their children to play with Paul Jr., and delivered presents at their 
doorstep, including fresh eggs, birds, and on one occasion, a live goat. 
Essie did not know quite w hat to do w ith the goat, but she accepted it, 
and all the gifts she received, with gracious appreciation. The goal was 
retrieved by one of the locals only to reappear as stew the next day. 67 

The Kingdom of Toro, according to some observers, had “some of 
the most beautiful and most fertile land in one of the richest regions to 
be found in Africa." 68 The area had an almost mythic natural beauty; 
the misty snow-capped peaks of the Rwenzori Mountains are some- 
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times referred to as “mountains of the moon.*‘ ft9 It was a “paradise for 
pastoralists," and herdsmen had thrived in the region for generations, 
nm withstanding a rinderpest epidemic in the late nineteenth cen¬ 
tury that nearly wiped out Toro’s cattle population. The area would 
liter become known for its rich Kilembc copper mines. The Toro King¬ 
dom contained multiple ethnic groups, including the Bakonjo, Baamba 
tAmba). nd dominant Toro (Batooro), and bordered the mineral-rich 
and turbulent Congo. Because I’ganda was made a British protectorate 
m 1894, rather than a colony per se, the local provinces enjoyed slighdv 
more autonomy than their counterparts in the neighboring colony of 
Kenya. 70 The Toro people, bv the way, were the favored group of the 
British. And their strength, aggression, and powerful allies aided them 
in securing dominance over smaller groups in the area that also sought 
greater autonomy. But Essie would not tell this pan of the story in her 
ethnographic travel diary African Journey, which was published a decade 
liter her trip was completed. 

Essie’s research focused specifically on the herdspeople in loro. De¬ 
termined to plunge in and experience the details of their daily lives as 
much as possible, Essie donned tall rubl»er boots and a mosquito veil 
and traipsed through mud and eight-foot-tall elephant grass to tend 
cattle and talk with local women and men about their lives, their work, 
and their culture. Some came to trust her enough to allow her to photo¬ 
graph them, and to share with her intimate details of their lives. 71 

Perhaps most interesting to Essie was the unique status of Toro 
women. They did not enjoy full equality with men, but upper-class 
Toro women were among the first in East Africa to receive formal edu¬ 
cation ami they enjoyed significant property rights. Legal changes in 
the 1930s granted unmarried loro women additional rights and greater 
economic independence, which meant there was less pressure to marry. 
Much of the women's economic security came from their participation 
in the cattle industry. 7 * 

Essie studied the Toro’s herding and milking practices carefully, 
and took note of the strict division of labor between men and women. 
Women participated in the dairy fanning, but they' never milked the 
cows. The cattle kraal, an open area where milking occurred, was a 
male domain, and Essie had to get special permission to enter. She was 
unique in her ability to observe work on both sides of the gender divide. 
“1 have been working with the herdswomen in the dairy, learning a lot 
about custom and tradition." she wrote in her notebook. “Everything 
connected w irh the handling of the milk after it is collected from the 


AFRICA AT LAST 


115 



cattle is called ‘bisahi' and is women’s business. Bisahi is considered ele¬ 
gant work for ladies, and they take great pride in their know ledge and 
expertness. Experience in any branch of bisahi is definitely an accom¬ 
plishment ” The hut where the women worked was “beautifully built 
and immaculately kept." 7 ’ 

In addition to studying the herding practices, Essie also learned a 
little bit of the Rotoro language spoken by the locals. She grew quite 
familiar with the women, as they laughed and teased one another dur¬ 
ing the workday. 74 In an obscure little African community filled w ith 
women whose lives could not have been more different than her own, 
Essie managed to make friends. Through an interpreter, she sat and 
talked with the women late at night about their lives and hers. They 
were curious to know "w hat kind of work women did 'outside' [of their 
village and region], how they brought up their children, how their men 
treated them, how they dressed, whether they went to school with men. 
They w anted to know if I thought our Black children will have a place in 
the world, a real place, or will they only be told w hat to do?" They said 
to Essie, as she later recounted it, "We are tired of being told what to 
do. Our children will be more tired of it."*’ Essie relished these candid 
exchanges. She befriended people at all levels of Toro society, including 
the group’s king and his wife—a tall, dignified, statuesque woman who 
made quite an impression on Essie. 76 

Essie had come to Kabarole to study the "cattle culture," but she 
was interested in more than the local economy and work practices: she 
wanted to learn about the ebb and flow of daily life, including the vil¬ 
lagers’ customs, diet, and architecture. Day by day, she slow ly immersed 
herself more and more in the village's routine of work, meals, and social 
obligations. She took photographs and copious notes, documenting de¬ 
tails about how the beds were crafted; how beer and banana w ine were 
made; what types of jewelry, dresses, shoes, and head wraps the local 
women wore: and how food was prepared.' 

Essie also documented the many inconveniences she experienced, 
w riting about them with a tone of humility and acceptance. The toilet 
situation in rural Africa in the 1930s, for example, was radically differ¬ 
ent from what she was used to. On one of their early stops, Essie noted, 
“I had my hands full negotiating the lavatory." The facilities were rudi¬ 
mentary, made of thatched walls, an open ceiling, a pile of soft leaves, 
and a hole in the ground. She did notice that the lavatories were always 
neat and clean, despite the lack of modem fixtures or plumbing.' 8 In¬ 
conveniences notwithstanding, Essie embraced the whole experience 
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d felt “lucky" to have the “opportunity" to live in a village where 
Europeans had ever stayed, and to be welcomed so warmly by the 
people. Essie delighted in the newness of certain daily routines, 
is fascinating taking one's morning bath in the sun, protected only 
a high reed enclosure," she w rote, and “evening bathfs] under the 




tin August 5, Essie, Paul Jr., and several of their new friends from the 
village took a spontaneous excursion into the Congo, hoping 
yan impromptu safari. They drove northwest, crossed the Sem- 
i River by pontoon ferry, passed the salt mines and Lake Dwcru in 
c, and finally reached the Congolese border.*" Navigating the 
dynamics, language barriers, and politics in colonial Africa was 
small feat. There w-as obviously a huge gulf between the rights of 
Blacks and w hite colonials even if customs varied from place to 
place, and few people knew precisely w hat to make of Essie. Some prac¬ 
tices were enshrined in law, while others were simply customs imposed 
by those with the guns and the power at the local level. Because cus¬ 
toms and colonial law varied from region to region and even w ithin a 
«ngl c colony, Essie never knew w hat to expect w hen she ventured off 
’he beaten path, or how her ow n role as a light-skinned Black American 
would be perceived. 

One race-related incident occurred w hen she and her group arrived 
the Congolese town of Mbeni and attempted to check into a tinv 
n-owned hotel. The white hotel owner refused to give them 
saying that if he accommodated Blacks, his white patrons would 
leave. There were not too many prospective white patrons as far as Essie 
see, hut the innkeeper was adamant, fortunately, Essie had stra- 
lly befriended the local Belgian district commissioner when they 
the border, impressing him w ith her French, and thereby easing 
their passage. The commissioner happened along during their negotia¬ 
tion with the innkeeper and intervened on their behalf. Essie and her 
companions were finally given two rooms, but their two Toro porters 
were refused service and were forced to eat and sleep in the car, in yet 
another example of the differing class privileges even among Black colo¬ 
nial subjects. To add insult to injury, two Belgians in a room next to 
Essie's come in drunk in the middle of the night with two local prosti¬ 
tutes and proceeded to make a raunchy ruckus. 81 Essie and her group 
could not wait to get out of there. They left first thing the next morning. 

One of the highlights of their trip to the Congo was a visit to the 
famous “Bakonjo-pygmv village,” Ngitc. located deep in the Ituri 
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Rainforest. Essie and her little entourage hired a local “headman" to 
guide them to the village, which involved a one-hour drive and long 
walk through thick jungle foliage. The village was “built among the 
sunny shadows and immense tree trunks in a small clearing." The Ngite 
people averaged a little over four feet tall, a few inches shorter than 
Haul Jr., who was only nine years old. There were about ten thousand 
Ngite people in the forest, living in bands of twenty-live to fifty . 82 
Essie’s group spent several hours there. They asked the villagers ques¬ 
tions through a translator, exchanged smiles and nods, and took photo¬ 
graphs. 

Essie's last week in Uganda was hectic because Nyabongo insisted 
on taking her to all of the five provinces before her scheduled depar¬ 
ture. During a one-day trip to the hilly and mineral-rich province of 
N'kole, Essie met with some local chiefs who had hosted anthropology 
colleagues of hers from London some years back. Understandably skep¬ 
tical of white researchers, these chiefs had been both amused and of¬ 
fended that the men had come to study their history and culture without 
first bothering to learn any of the indigenous languages. They said to 
Essie, “White people arc not interested in us. They only want to take 
away our land and our cattle, and make us pay taxes." 81 

Passing through Kampala on one of their last excursions, Essie and 
Paul Jr. spent the night with the Kalihala family, friends of Nyabongo. 
Mr. Kalihala had been educated in the United States at Tuskegee Insti¬ 
tute, the Alabama school founded by Booker T. Washington, and he 
had later attended Columbia University. His wife was a Black American 
from Boston, the daughter of a Baptist preacher. The Kalibalas hosted a 
fancy party for Essie and Paul Jr. where they were introduced to other 
local residents who had been educated in the United States or Britain. 
They were “all dressed in European clothes, and all argumentative," 
Essie noted, wholly unimpressed with the lot of them . 84 

On the very last leg of the trip, Essie and Paul Jr. had an even more 
awkward and unpleasant experience. Nyabongo drove them to Entebbe, 
twenty miles outside of Kampala, where they would be overnight guests 
of the British governor. Sir Philip Euen Mitchell, and his white South 
African wife. They had met the Mitchells at the King of Buganda's an¬ 
nual Birthday Tea the previous week, and the governor had insisted 
on hosting the Robesons in Entebbe, the headquarters of the British 
administration—in other words, the capital of colonial rule—before 
they left . 85 Even though she was quite uncomfortable with the invita¬ 
tion, Essie felt she had no choice but to accept. After having seen the 
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and poverty, the hard living conditions, poor roads, and makeshift 
g that everyday Africans endured, it seemed wrong and unfair to 
the modern conveniences of a colonial mansion and be waited on 
bv its army of Black servants. “Coming to Entebbe was like coming into 
X world." Essie w rote disturbingly, “a European world in the very 
Wart of Africa .” 86 

After putting Paul Jr. to bed, Essie joined the adult guests who had 
led for dinner. On her last night in Uganda, she found herself 
.y and uncomfortably surrounded bv white colonial elites. They 
all quite cordial and solicitous of her opinions on Africa and Afri¬ 
cans. She did the best she could to offer insights w ithout offending her 
hosts. Seated next to the governor himself at dinner. Essie was prodded 
hv him to report on w hat she had learned during her stay in Uganda and 
•hat she thought the colonial administration could do to improve the 
condition of the local people. Her reply, restrained but strategic, w’as 
that Britain should prioritize African education, senior administrators 
should not take the reports of low -level colonial appointees at face value, 
and anyone spending a significant amount of time in Africa should try 
to learn at least one of the indigenous languages."* She was thinking on 
her feet and was quick to remember w hat the local people she had met 
f «ld her about w hites coming into the region without bothering to learn 
the language. Those were three modest points she decided to put on the 
table. It was. of course, not all she could have said or what was really on 
her mind and in her heart. 

After she retired to her room that night. Essie literally tossed and 
turned all night, unable to sleep, thinking about w hether she had chosen 
her words carefully enough when she had spoken to the governor at din¬ 
ner. She had found herself in the unique situation of lacing able to speak 
truth to power, and she feared that she had failed to take full advantage 
of the opportunity. Her gut instinct had been to tell the w hite colonials 
•o pack up. go back to Europe, and give the Africans their lands back. 
But she had opted for a more tempered response in the hopes that her 
words might have some small influence. She had seen Africa close up. 
*Savages, my eye!" she wrote to Carlo and Fania. “Look at this beauty. 
Aristocratic, beautiful, charming, and intelligent, are typical ." 88 She 
had seen beyond the caricatures and cartoon depictions and even be¬ 
yond the stories of her African friends and colleagues in London. She 
had seen past the one-dimensional view of Africans as either victims 
or brutes. She had met real people—smart, hard-working, resourceful, 
and hopeful individuals. What was she going to do w ith this new know I- 
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edge? This question was at the forefront of her mind as she prepared to 
leave the continent. 

On August 17, 1936, Essie and Paul Jr. were driven from the gover¬ 
nor’s estate in Entebbe to the airfield in an official state car with the 
British flag appended to the hood. 89 There they took otT in a small pro¬ 
peller plane, leaving Uganda behind. It was Paul Jr.’s first flight, and 
although Essie was suffering from a terrible bout of dysentery, as the 
plane soared above the African landscape, she pulled herself together 
enough to marvel at sights below: the giraffes and elephants and the 
vast, sometimes desolate stretches of arid land. They made several 
stops in Sudan, including in the town of Juba, where they had dinner 
and spent the night before taking off again; Malakal, where they en¬ 
joyed lunch; Khartoum, for another overnight stay; and Kosti, where 
they had tea. Once they had arrived in Alexandria, Egypt, where they 
were to change planes, they stayed in a “magnificent hotel" in Luxor 
with a balcony overlooking a grove of date palm trees. 90 By this point, 
however, Essie was having trouble fully appreciating the vistas because 
she was terribly sick. Her symptoms became so severe that she feared 
she might actually have to contact her husband to come “collect" her, 
underscoring, in her written account of the experience some years later, 
that she was “definitely not the kind of person who [normally] has to be 
collected." In the end, she suffered through and did not call for a rescue. 
“I always like to finish everything I do," she said. 91 

On one of the final legs of the trip. Essie and Paul Jr. were on board a 
shiny Scipto airplane heading homeward, and Essie was feeling proud of 
her son, who had been a steadfast companion, caretaker, and fellow ex¬ 
plorer. Most of the other passengers were friendly enough, but one was 
not: a crude, aging colonial administrator who had recently retired and 
was returning to England after making his fortune in the colonies. I Ie 
was, in Essie's assessment, "rcd-faccd. choleric, and given to asserting 
himself." When he set eves on young Paul Jr. and overheard him speak¬ 
ing the “King’s English," the administrator could not contain his aston¬ 
ishment at how articulate the boy was. “Pity he's got that handicap- 

Pity he’s Black." he bluntly remarked to Essie, seemingly oblivious to 
the possibility that she would find the remark insulting. Essie didn't 
hesitate to oiler a sharp retort. “His color, his background, his rich his¬ 
tory are a part of his wealth." she snapped. “Wc consider it an asset, not 
a handicap." She left the rough-speaking Englishman bew ildered but 
checked. 9 * 

She continued the conversation in her ow n head as she w restled with 
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she pathology of racism and white supremacy. “Soaring in the clouds," 
she wrote, “w ith the strange distant toy world spread out below, I felt 
:d Irom earth-bound things. Why am I really glad and proud to 
be Negro? Why am I sorry for this pitiful ‘superior’ European? Why 
do I actually feel superior to him?" Essie felt sorry, in a way, for the 
tic" and “weak" old man because he was so ignorantly tethered to 
the past and trapped in his narrow and insular worldview. He had “arbi¬ 
trarily w alled himself otf from more than two-thirds of his fellow' men, 
the non-white peoples of the world. . . . Only fear can explain such ir¬ 
rational behavior," she concluded. 9 * Ten years later, the implications of 
rius exchange still relevant and fresh, Essie published an article in Negro 
entitled “Is Black a Handicap?” The epigraph read: “Color an 
asset, not a handicap." 94 

On August 25, eight days after they had taken otf from Entebbe and 
three months after their original departure from London, Essie and 
Paul Jr. returned to England. Essie was so sick by the time they ar¬ 
med home she had to be taken otF the plane on a stretcher and taken 
fly to the hospital for tests and treatment (she was released a few 
days later). 94 Even though the trip had wreaked havoc on Essie's body, 
its influence on her thinking and on her psyche cannot be overstated. 
Essie had been seduced by the beauty and complexity of the African 
landscape. She also had been captivated and inspired by the generous, 
hardworking, long-suffering, but hopeful people she had met. from the 
herdswomen of Toro to the miners of Robinson Deep, to the intellec¬ 
tuals and activ ists she encountered in Bloemfontein. Memories of her 
"\frican journey" would always remain w ith her. Because of this trans¬ 
lative experience. Essie's arrival home was at the same time a new 
lure-on a journey toward becoming an anti-colonial writer and 
activist. 
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MADRID TO MOSCOW, 
POLITICAL COMMITMENTS 
DEEPEN, 1936-1939 


Ruins of homes are nrryvbcrr—naked in the sun; 
some completely demolished, lying in heaps of debris on the 
ground, telling a grim story of the Ihrs crushed. 

Eslanda Robeson 

While Essie and Paul Jr. were in Africa, Paul had taken a second short 
trip to Moscow, where he spent time with filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein 
and practiced his Russian. I Ic had agreed to return for a highly touted 
concert tour to four Russian cities l>eginning in October. So shortly 
after their return from Uganda. Essie and Paul Jr. joined Paul for what 
was Essie’s second trip to the Soviet Union. It was a precarious time in 
Soviet history. Joseph Stalin was firmly in power, preparing to roll out 
a new constitution for the country. Far-reaching and aggressive eco¬ 
nomic changes were in motion, even as Stalin was beginning to sys¬ 
tematically suppress those opposed to his plans and his leadership. His 
notorious purges were already under way. Still, outsiders, including a 
number of Black Americans, continued to migrate to the Soviet Union. 
Soviet society, particularly its claim to be an oasis of racial justice and 
its role as a staunch opponent of colonialism, had a unique appeal.' 

Before their visit. Essie and Paul had each done their own research on 
the Soviet Union and had shared their findings w ith one another. Paul, 
a gifted linguist, had delved into the Russian language and culture; the 
politics were of great interest as well. In fact. Paul was so enthralled by 
the new two-volume tome by leftist wTiters Sidney and Beatrice Webb 
titled Soviet Communism: A Kra Civilization? that he had made detailed 
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nts in the margins and spent an entire evening reading passages 
*Joud to Essie, prompting her to begin reading the book herself.•’ For 
both Paul and Essie the Soviet U nion’s connection to Africa was key. 
They had talked about communism with their African friends in Lon¬ 
don so much that Paul later explained it was “through Africa that I 
the Soviet Union.”* 

In addition to exploring the vast country during her second trip, 
Essie was anxious to see her brothers, who by 1936 had been living 
there for two years. John, the eldest of the Goode siblings (he was born 
in 1892), was a skilled auto mechanic and had found a job working in 
the state transportation system repairing and inspecting buses. He had 
:ed as a chauffeur in the United States. 4 During his years in the 
**oviet Union he would also work as a taxi driver and foreign language 
tor while in residence at the foreign workers' hostel in Moscow. 
Unlike his brother, Frank, he would not opt to settle permanently in 
the Soviet Union, but rather decided to leave in 1937. As early as 1935. 
John had the idea that he might not stay there indefinitely. He wrote to 
Essie expressing uncertainty about whether his visa would be renewed 
since he “had been rather sharp in (his) criticism" of his work situation 
ind had made “suggestions" about modernization to his supervisor that 
were not so well received.* Some have suggested that when he finally 
did leave later in 1937 it was because he w as fearful of the purges and 
tion that were under way, and this is quite possible. Although 
h Goode brothers had initially been drawn to the Soviet Union be¬ 
cause of opportunities to work and the promise of freedom from racial 
ination — in fact, they had conveyed to both Essie and Paul how- 
free they felt as Black men who no longer had to endure the daily sting 
and stigma of racial prejudice—it was by no means a perfect situation. 6 
W hile some freedoms were granted, others were curbed. 

Even though a heavy-handed crackdown on suspected dissidents was 
ing in the Soviet Union by 1936 —a crackdown that, according to 
Paul Jr., his parents were at least partially aware of—Essie and Paul 
still spoke of the communist country in positive terms.' They believed 
firmly that the anti-racist, anti-colonial policies of the Soviet Union 
ded their support. Whatever bad things w-cre taking place, they 
may have reasoned, were limited and simply outweighed by the good. 
Esther Cooper Jackson was another Black American activist, slightly 
younger than the Roliesons, who supported the Soviet Union but never 
formally joined the U.S. Communist Party. When asked decades later 
why she and others did not speak out louder and sooner against Soviet 
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repression, she explained that there was such rampant anti-communist 
propaganda during the Cold War. and such a barrage of anti-Soviet 
rumors, that it was difficult to sort out the truth from the fabrications. 
She simply did not believe much of the negative reports that were in 
circulation, and assumed the Robesons did not either. 8 

Perhaps the most profound evidence of Essie and Paul’s confidence 
in the USSR was their decision to enroll their young son in a fifth-grade 
class at one of Moscow's model schools. Stalin’s daughter was one of his 
classmates. In fact, Paul Jr. lived and studied in the Soviet Union for 
more than a year under the care of his grandmother, Essie’s mother, and 
with the benefit of several visits from his parents. When explaining his 
decision regarding his son’s education, Paul told reporters that he was 
confident that his child could receive the kind of racist-free education 
in the Soviet Union that he could not receive in the United States. 9 

Less than a week after they returned from the Soviet Union, Essie 
and Paul took off again, this time to Egypt, so that Paul could play a 
role in Jericho, a film about a Black World War I veteran, a persecuted 
hero who escaped the army and returned to Africa. Essie was thrilled 
to be back on the African continent, this time north of the Sahara. She 
and Paul stayed just outside Cairo and traveled each day to the desert 
ten miles outside the city for filming. Essie had a small part in the film, 
about which she was quite excited, and even though her scenes were 
ultimately cut during the final edits, she enjoyed the experience thor¬ 
oughly. 10 Filming took about a month, and Essie was able to get out and 
see the sights when Paul was busy on the set and she was not. She visited 
the Giza Pyramids and was captivated by the serenity of the Sahara. She 
was also struck by the beauty and diversity of the Egyptian people. 11 
Jericho was not a big commercial success, but it was an artistic project 
that Paul and Essie could be proud of: a film set in Africa that did not 
celebrate colonialism or denigrate Africans. 

Another Robeson film produced in 1937-1938 was Big feth. Essie 
and Larrv Brown both had small parts in the movie, which was set on 
the French waterfront but filmed in England. It was a musical, adapted 
from Claude McKay’s novel. Banjo, about an interracial community of 
sailors and bar patrons. Essie had a small part: she played the good- 
looking, no-nonsense proprietress of the Cosmo Caf« 3 , w here much of 
the drama takes place. This was the second and last film she and Paul 
appeared in together. One film historian points out that the film was 
important for its generally positive depictions of Black women as “as¬ 
sertive. humorous, and sassy,” w hich was a departure from the deferen- 
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till and subservient roles that were usually reserved for Black women 
actors at this time. The Black actress Elizabeth Welch was Paul’s co-star 
fictional love interest, but it was Paul and Essie’s chemistry that was 
ibed as “memorable." In one scene, Essie chastises Paul for being a 
demaker in her cafe and warns hnn to settle down or she will inter- 
“What have you got to laugh at, you big bozo?" she chides Paul's 
acter, Joe. “Please ma'am, don't bring that [a previous altercation] 
again," he replies. The tough-talking Essie lets Joe know that “if its 
housing you want, come to me. I’ll give you all you want." threat¬ 
ening to end the next fight that he starts with other patrons." 

By the winter of 1937. fascism was spreading rapidly throughout 
ope. What Paul and Essie had observed of the Nazis in Berlin in 
winter of 1934 was only the tip of the iceberg. But as fascism ad- 
iced, popular resistance intensified from Ethiopia to Madrid. What 
became the Spanish Civil War. the struggle of Republican Loyalists 
. rainst the fascist supporters of Francisco Franco, was the international 
ter of that resistance in the late 1930s. In the preface to the 1952 
nt of George Orwell’s Farewell to Catalonia, about his time as a 
cr in Spain during the civil war. Lionel Frilling wrote, “Every¬ 
one knows that the Spanish war was one of the decisive events of our 
epoch, everyone said so at the time it was being fought, and everyone 
was right."" Ernest 1 lemingway also took great interest in the struggle 
Spain: he visited the country during the war and wrote his celebrated 
For Whom tbe Hell Foils about the experience. And Pablo Picasso 
ictcd the atrocities of the war in his epic painting Guernica. For one 
lining moment, Spain felt like a stronghold against encroaching fas- 
r cist dictators —a stronghold that had to be defended. Volunteer mili¬ 
tia streamed into the country from around the world to add muscle 
*nd morale to the anti-fascist forces. These international brigades, as 
they were called, were drawn largely from leftist and communist orga¬ 
nizations across Europe and the United States. A unique international 
fighting force known as the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, named in honor 
ot the LIS. president who signed the Emancipation Proclamation, was 
composed of nearly three thousand American volunteers, many of them 
trade unionists and communists, and at least eighty of them African 
Americans. In the minds of many of the Blacks who went to Spain, the 
struggle against Franco was an extension of the struggle against Musso¬ 
lini. who had so ruthlessly occupied Ethiopia." The Black Lincoln vol¬ 
unteers, as they were called, stepped up, according to historian Robin 
Kelley, “partly to revenge the pillage of Ethiopia."" 
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Essie and Paul followed the events in Spain closely and wondered 
what they could do to help. Even Ma Goode raised funds to support the 
Republican cause. ,A Indeed, by the mid-i93os Paul had come to view his 
art in increasingly political terms. He was a compassionate person and 
rigorous thinker, a world traveler and an independent scholar of world 
politics and world cultures. After contemplating the injustices and omi¬ 
nous political developments he saw around him, he became more out¬ 
spoken about these injustices and the human toll they were taking. As 
Paul Jr. wrote later, “The seeds planted during his 1934 trip through 
Nazi Berlin to Soviet Moscow, when he had begun to think of himself 
as a citizen of the world rather than merely an artist who traveled the 
world, were bearing fruit." 17 In an interview in 1937, Paul Sr. himself 
said, "Today I am more resigned to losing my individual status as an art¬ 
ist; I am happy and proud to be of some little use to my people.”"’ Ilis 
people included Black Americans and anti-fascist Spaniards. 

In the winter of 1937, Paul decided that giving concerts and speeches 
in England in support of the Spanish Loyalist cause was not enough. 
On December 27 he sang to a crowd of nine thousand in Londons 
Royal Albert I iall in support of the anti-fascist forces in Spain. But he 
wanted to do more. He wanted to travel to the war zone in Spain and 
stand and sing alongside the freedom fighters. He w anted to express his 
solidarity in more concrete terms. w Essie was hesitant at first. She had 
always viewed herself as "the adventuresome member of the Robeson 
family," but even she had “never considered the idea of going to war."* 0 
It was not fear that made Essie reluctant. “Danger has always stimulated 
me," she wrote later, “and keyed me up to my best behavior and clear¬ 
est thinking." 21 She was being practical, she reasoned. After all, w hat 
good could a singer and writer with no military training do on the front 
lines of a war? But Paul was determined and after several long politi¬ 
cal discussions about the spread of fascism and its significance for not 
only Spain but also the world. Essie was persuaded. It was important, 
she agreed, to stand in solidarity with those fighting in the trenches. 
The issue was critical and the struggle historic. And so they went, Essie 
armed with her pen, her writer's sensibilities, and her keen eye for de¬ 
tails. 

Accompanying the Robesons on their journey to Spain was writer 
and activist Charlotte Haldane, the first female war correspondent in 
England. Haldane was also a memlier of the British Communist Party, 
an ardent feminist, and the author of some twenty novels by the end of 
her career. Her ow n son, Ronnie, had recently served and been w ounded 
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m the Spanish Civil War, and in 1937, she was head of the International 
Brigade Dependants and Wounded Aid Committee in London. Char¬ 
ge was married to the world-famous British geneticist J. B. S. Hal¬ 
dane. who had himself just returned from Spain 22 Like Essie. Charlotte 
had endured her own marital drama. She had suffered through a messy 
from her rirst husband. Jack Burghes, after which she iminedi- 
ly married her lover. Dr. Haldane, who was almost fired from his 
ic post at Cambridge University on morality charges as a result 
the affair. 21 Charlotte had written on the subject of divorce, agree¬ 
ing with Essie that it should be easy and available for all women. The 
r»o also shared the experience of being married to famous men.*' 4 Years 
later, Charlotte said that she felt Essie’s talents had never been ade- 
ely recognized, observing that Essie was "thoroughly competent, 
ng, and sensible," but “like most wives of famous men . . . was 
obliged to play second fiddle, and to perform in a minor key." 25 Char- 
may have understated Essie’s independence and agency, but she 
proved to be an interesting travel companion for the Robesons during 
trip, and her observations about Essie’s strengths and talents were 
ptive, if not perfectly accurate. 2 ® 

The delegation of three left for Spain from Paris on January 21, 193H, 
with Spanish escorts, ami specially approved visas to allow them to move 
gh combat areas. Charlotte’s bags included candy, cigarettes, and 
letters from the loved ones of British volunteers. They arrived in the 
tal town of Benicasim and then traveled to Valencia, close to the 
front lines. Essie recorded their trip in her diary in vivid detail. “We 
cased into Spain at nightfall," she wrote in an eighty-page unpublished 
essay about the trip. They rode in a comfortable seven-passenger Buick 
sedan most of the w ay. “As we got closer to the front, we heard the spo¬ 
radic sound of gunfire." The roads in northern Spain “were thronged 
with soldiers, wounded and convalescent," Essie observed. As the group 
moved farther south, they heard news of bombings and high casualties. 
They continued cautiously but steadily in the direction of the fighting. 

Essie looked around her in humble amazement, observing both the 
ugly face of war and the humanity and tender beauty that managed to 
survive in its midst. She took note of the lush vegetation, tangerine 
groves in the background, and the beautiful but l»eleaguered soldiers 
with “sun-baked skin, weary faces, and sullen eyes." The young soldier 
assigned to accompany them on the trip was a Spanish lieutenant named 
r’emando Castillo. F.ssie took quite a liking to him. He was handsome, 
tunny, knowledgeable, and brave. He shared stories of his family, in- 
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eluding ones about the wife and young child he had left behind to join 
the struggle. He had not been a soldier before the Civil War, but when 
the conflict erupted, when Franco's troops threatened to topple the 
democratic government of Spain, he and his brothers felt compelled to 
fight. “Fernando Castillo introduced us to Spain” Essie recalled, “Paul, 
Fernando and I . . . and became friends after five minutes; and this 
friendship grew." Years later, after the defeat of the Republican forces, 
Fernando managed to escape Spain and showed up on the Robesons’ 
London doorstep, seeking refuge. They took him in and helped him get 
resettled. He and his wife eventually ended up in Mexico. Before he left 
London, however, he entrusted Essie with a treasured family heirloom 
as a sign of gratitude: a replica of the historic 1931 Spanish Republican 
Constitution —his father had been one of the authors.*' 

During their stay in Spain in 1938, Essie and Paul saw remarkable 
scenes and met many idealistic young people, like Fernando, who were 
ready to die for their beliefs and their country. They were “greeted [by] 
everyone, with a smile of welcome, and *Salud,' with raised, clenched 
fist." 2 * They visited a hospital in the town of Benicasim, then a women’s 
prison in Valencia where Franco supporters were being held. 2 ® The area 
was heavily bombed immediately after they left. Pockmarks from shell¬ 
ing were a familiar sight in many areas. Some buildings were entirely 
gutted, and others had their windows blown out. In a training camp 
near the town of Albacctc, Paul performed a rousing concert for the 
volunteer soldiers. 10 

They moved on to .Madrid, which was even closer to the front lines. 
As Essie recounted, they “passed a bit of road at a crawl with headlights 
out... windows of hotels, stores, and houses stripped with broad heavy 
paper to prevent them from shattering during shelling and bombing. 
There was some firing during the night and we could hear the guns 
occasionally.... We went up to the observation tower with a panoramic 

view of the front-line trenches-Suddenly a shell whi7.7X-d by and hit 

a big white building on the right, exploding with a flash and a cloud of 
dust. Then a shell hit the bridge beyond the North Station. Our guns 
replied, tollowed by a bit of machine-gun fire, and all was quiet again." 
The city of Madrid was being evacuated, and there were instructions 
that no women or children be allowed to enter. Essie and Charlotte 
managed to get through with their special visas, which had been ob¬ 
tained through the Spanish ambassador to Britain, a personal acquain¬ 
tance of the Robesons. Those special papers and letters of introduction 
came in handy: there w’ere armed militia checkpoints along all the major 
roads, and their papers were inspected routinely.” 
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In Madrid, they met with officials of the besieged cit v and settled in at 
tnc Palace Hotel, an oasis amid the chaos of war where they enjoyed hot 
baths and warm meals. But they were frequently reminded of their close 
proximity to the fighting. The first two floors of the grand old hotel 
had been converted into a military hospital, where wounded soldiers 
ami civilians were being cared for. A few blocks away was the wreck¬ 
age of a school with children's artwork still visible on the walls. 12 They 
**w the effects of war throughout the sad. but still magnificent, city. 
In Essie’s words. “Ruins of homes are everywhere — naked in the sun; 
some completely demolished, lying in heaps of debris on the ground, 
felling a grim story of the lives crushed beneath the heaps: some still 
ling with half a side torn away like a split tree, showing the steel 
:ns belonging to the inner structure sticking out grotesquely in 
midair. Everywhere in this section, the trees, which must have made 
w ide sidew alks very lovely, had been cut down, leaving only the bare 
ips; the people had had to use them for warmth, and for cooking, 
•re was no fuel." Life in Madrid went limping along. “Women have 
fir washing out. children arc playing in the streets, people arc doing 
iness in what shops remain."” Essie focused on the resilience and 
imental humanity of the people, just as she had during her visit to 
South Africa and Uganda. 

In salute to this resilience. Paul sang to soldiers, in both Spanish and 
lish. and sometimes in either languages. He sang in their barracks, 
m organized concerts, and on radio broadcasts that aired throughout 
the war-ravaged country. As they moved about Paul was recognized 
by soldiers from all over the world, and they were thrilled that he had 
come. Soldiers pulled out their guitars and played flamenco and folk 
songs, and sometimes in the evenings when things were calm, there 
dancing. Paul's language skills represented a further expression of 
lational solidarity, which the soldiers appreciated. These jubilant 
wenes amazed and delighted Essie. The music had interrupted, albeit 
briefly and precariously, the destructive and dispiriting effects of war. 
If Essie had doubted what their little delegation might accomplish by 
going to Spain, seeing the troops' faces during Pauls concerts and visits 
no doubt reassured her that the trip was worthw bile. They were essen¬ 
tially there to express solidarity and lift morale, to give words of en¬ 
couragement and deliver not only chocolates and cigarettes, but also 
messages of support and gratitude from artists and activists in London. 
They carried out their mission and were deeply moved by the entire 
ience. 

Essie and Paul even attended stage plays performed in one of Ma- 
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drill's grand old theaters. It was a rather bizarre experience. Essie re¬ 
called, to go from fearing a bomb attack one minute to being absorbed 
in a first-rate theatrical performance the next. One of the plays was 
about the Spanish Inquisition and concluded with a rousing speech by 
the female lead about the contemporary situation. “The great lesson 
(isj that we will demand justice; the people must have justice," the im¬ 
passioned actor insisted. After the applause, the entire audience stood 
to sing the Spanish national anthem. M During Essie and Paul’s second 
night at the theater, they saw a play by Cervantes about resistance to 
Roman conquest. Essie felt these creative performances both reflected 
and reinforced Spaniards’ determination to resist Franco. “The people 
of Madrid love this play." Essie wrote in her journal. “They say their 
ancestors have set a splendid example for them, and they will die rather 
than surrender themselves ." if That evening Essie shared their convic¬ 
tion that the resistance was so strong it could not be defeated. 

Essie's Spanish war journal is replete with vivid descriptions of the 
contradictions of war: stories of survival and destruction, resilience and 
despair, calm and chaos. She carefully and compassionately recorded 
the stories of the ordinary people she encountered. There was one 
“sad little family" in a hotel lounge whose brother, aged twenty-two 
or twenty-three, had been killed recently when a bomb on his war¬ 
plane had exploded unexpectedly. The family was in mourning and still 
a bit in shock but they were not hopeless. And then there was Roderigo, 
the “Spanish Negro from Harlem." who had been wounded at Teruel. 
but smiled quickly when he recognized Paul Robeson. With him were 
soldiers “Ted Gibbs from Chicago and Claude Pringle from Ohio"— 
Black American soldiers there to fight against fascism in the villages and 
cities of Spain, presumably seeing some connection to their own fight 
back home. For these men and their comrades, the journey to Spain had 
been an arduous one. Some had to pay their own expenses while others 
hiked through the Pyrenncs to arrive at the battlefields. For Pringle, the 
journey back would be equally difficult. He would spend many months 
in prison after the war before eventually making his way back to the 
United States. 56 

By their third day in Spain, Essie, Paul, and Charlotte had adjusted, 
as much as one can, to the realities of being in a country at war. “We 
hear artillery and machine gun fire," Essie writes, "but by now, like 
real Madrid people, we are used to it." They carried on, noticing other 
sights and sounds amid the clamor of war. “Driving along a coastal road 
from Sitges to Barcelona," Essie observed, “the olive trees were a beau- 
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^ful spectacle, in the gale—the leaves were gray green on the upper 
e»ic, and silvery on the under side . . . blowing in the gale, the silver 

t and reflected in the sun-The almond trees are now in bloom, 

*nd are beautiful."* 7 Essie returned from Spain pensive but buoyed by 
the experience. Paul later remarked that Spain had been “a major turn¬ 
ip point in mv life." The same was true for Essie. 

Despite the valiant efforts of the Republican fighters and their inter¬ 
national allies, the fascist forces had all but won the war by the end 
o« 1958. Barcelona fell to the fascist rebels in January. The final blow 
came with the capture of Madrid three months later, in March 1959. 
The International Brigades departed and the Spanish resistance fighters 
•ere either jailed, killed, or forced to flee. The Spanish people suffered 
■Oder the Francoist regime for nearly forty years. 

■Vs Spain fell to Franco, the imperial ambitions of the Third Reich 
became even clearer. A full-fledged global conflict was rapidly unfold¬ 
ing. Most of Essie's extended family members were in generally safe 
areas: John Goode, Essie’s brother, had already resettled in the States, 
and Paul Jr. and Essie’s mother had come back to London the previ¬ 
ous December. Essie’s eldest brother. Frank, however, was still living 
m the Soviet town of Gorky and communication was difficult. In Feb¬ 
ruary 1939, soon after her return from Spain. Essie decided to travel to 
the Soviet Union alone to check on hnn. This proved to be a harrowing 
tnp through war-torn Europe, especially through Nazi Germany, but 
she did arrive safely in Moscow. (She chose to return by way of Scan¬ 
dinavia.) Frank was fine w hen Essie arrived, but the war years w ould be 
difficult for him.’* 

Around this time, an old friendship that had been unraveling for 
years finally ended. Essie had reconnected with her longtime friend 
Emma Goldman when they moved to London in 1928. Emma was still 
as thoroughly infatuated with both Essie and Paul as she had been in 
1925. Essie was so “vivacious." and Paul, in Emma’s eyes, was an artistic 
“genius." Emma pleaded to spend more time with them. But over the 
ensuing decade—after Essie’s experiences in Berlin and Spain, Africa 
•nd Russia - she was coming into her own politically, and many of her 
evolving views were at variance w ith Emma’s, especially on the ques¬ 
tion of support for the Soviet Union. In 1935 ^* ss ' e wr ote Emma a let¬ 
ter describing her trip to the Soviet Union and explaining that her 
brothers now lived there and “loved it." Emma replied with blunt skep¬ 
ticism. She conceded that the Soviets had made advances when it came 
to the treatment of racial minorities but insisted that this was by no 
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means the whole story, and that their record was less glowing on most 
other issues.’ 9 Still, Emma wanted to preserve her friendship with the 
Robesons, even if they proved to be “full fledged communistfs]” as the 
rumors had suggested, and she doubted. Emma ended her December 
1935 letter to Essie with “Devoted love to both of you." 40 

By 1938 the gulf between the Robesons and Emma, still an avowed 
anarchist and staunch critic of Soviet communism, was even greater. 
Writing directly to Paul in 1938 after being rebuffed by him after a con¬ 
cert, Emma expressed her anguish: “I had hoped that you would let me 
see you and Essie, but evidently this is not to be. 1 have always held that 
friendship should be given only if it can be done from the fullness of 
one’s heart. For twelve years I have been happy in the certainty of this 
kind of friendship from you and Essie, but during the last year it was 

borne in on me that you have undergone a change-lam particularly 

sorry," she concluded, “that you permitted your new political orienta¬ 
tion ... to affect the free and easy camaraderie that existed between 
us." 41 There is no extant copy of Paul's response. It was their last known 
correspondence before Emma's death in the spring of 1940. 

The Robesons’ estrangement from Emma Goldman played out 
against the backdrop of Stalin’s notorious Moscow trials and purges 
during which many Soviet leaders were arrested, tried, and some hastily 
executed for allegedly plotting against the state. In many cases, dissi¬ 
dent views and criticisms of Stalin led to the persecution of those who 
were imprisoned or killed. It is unclear exactly how much the Robesons 
knew about what was going on behind the scenes, though they “fol¬ 
lowed the trials carefully’ in the Daily Worker, the Moscow Daily News 
Magazine, and Pravtla, the Soviet newspaper (by this time Paul was flu¬ 
ent in Russian). 42 Neither Paul nor Essie spoke out publicly about the 
trials, but privately Essie was concerned, apparently for reasons that 
were more personal than political. She w rote a long letter to her old 
friend U.S. Communist Party leader William Patterson, to express her 
concern about an exchange she had had with a Russian doctor friend, 
Ignaty Kazakov. At one time Kazakov was a favored Kremlin physician, 
but he was then implicated in the murder of a high-level Soviet official 
and in a plot to overthrow the government. It was later revealed that 
many of those prosecuted, including Kazakov, w ere likely the victims of 
trumped-up charges. 

Essie and Paul had met and befriended Kazakov w hen they visited 
the resort area of Kislovodsk. He and Essie shared an interest in science 
and had discussed the idea of her possibly working in his research labo¬ 
ratory in Moscow. Things between Essie and Kazakov allegedly soured 
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he asked her to procure for him a potentially toxic chemical— 
:n—w ithout telling her why. She initially agreed to bring some 
her on her next trip to the Soviet Union from London, but she 
second thoughts and decided against it. When she visited Moscow 
Kazakov was in jail. He was eventually sentenced to death and 
rily executed. Paul had had an odd and disconcerting encounter 
Kazakov months before he was killed, and suspected something 
j awry. 4 * 

Essie's response to Kazakov’s execution requires some interprcta- 
Her only written reaction to the incident is in a letter she wrote 
April 1958 to William Patterson. In the letter, she both explained 
•connection to Kazakov and simultaneously distanced herself from 
She had been "so dumb " she confessed, for naively trusting Kaza- 
She implied in her letter that she believed the charges against her 
:r friend were all true, she deemed his actions utterly “wicked,” 
she regretted that she had gotten mixed up w ith him —though she 
glad she had not complied w ith his request to import the tungsten, 
is a very terrible thing they have done,” she wrote, referring to the 
ms on trial for allegedly using their medical expertise for assas- 
is, “and I am glad they have been punished." 44 Since Patterson 
both a leader of the Communist Party, which was still a close ally 
the Soviet government, and a longtime personal friend of the Rnbe- 
it is unclear whether Essie's letter was performative or genuine, 
all. her brother was still there and she had brought Paul Jr. and her 
:r back from Moscow to the safer environs of London. Paul Jr. re¬ 
ported years later that his parents had been afraid for Frank's safety, and 
it his retreat to London w ith his grandmother was due to the same 
fears. He also insists, based on conversations with his parents in later 
I. that the letter to Patterson was a well-conceived ruse to lessen 
ik's vulnerability in a climate of paranoia and rampant persecutions 
anyone suspected of disloyalty- Essie, in Paul Jr.’s words, “supported 
1 purges to the hilt and denounced Kazakov” in order to protect her 
:r. Perhaps substantiating this view is the fact that Essie also told 
it w as because of the spread of the war in Europe that she had 
jht Paul Jr. home to I.ondon until they all could go back to the 
States together. 4 ' She apparently did not want her decision to withdraw 
Paul Jr. from school in Moscow to be misread as a subtle criticism of the 
din. It is difficult to know precisely what Essie and Paul thought 
about the unfolding situation, but it is fair to assume that we don’t know 
the w hole story from the extant documents. 4 * 

By September 3, 1939, the war had officially reached England. Two 


MADRID TO MOSCOW 


133 


days earlier, German tanks had rolled into Poland and Britain’s Lord 
Chamberlain had declared war with Hitler. Air raid sirens pierced the 
mist-HI led London skies, causing Essie to feel a terrible angst in the pit 
of her stomach. The ordinary landscape and feel of London had been 
replaced by the eerie and ominous signs of war. Sandbags were placed 
in front of major buildings, men reported for military duty with gas 
masks in hand, and uniformed police were everyw here. After hearing 
of Hitlers bombing campaigns in Warsaw and other Polish cities, Lon¬ 
doners were preparing for the same. The bomb attacks did not come 
for another year, but there were already mandated blackouts and resi¬ 
dents were required to put black curtains over their windows to darken 
any prospective targets. Essie too bought dark fabric for this purpose, 
although she was reprimanded by neighborhood monitors about the 
slivers of light that escaped some windows in her flat. One day she and 
Paul Jr. had to abandon the taxi they were riding in and duck into a des¬ 
ignated bomb shelter in response to an air raid siren. It was just a prac¬ 
tice air raid, but was unsettling nonetheless. 47 Essie knew these inconve¬ 
niences were minor compared to the suffering she had seen in Spain, but 
nIic knew that the situation was only going to become more dangerous 
for her family. It was time for them to leave. 

Paul was finishing up the final scenes of Proud Valley, a film about a 
Black man who joins a Welsh mining community. He wanted to sec the 
film to fruition, so Essie decided to wait it out with him. During the 
month they remained in London after the British had entered the war, 
Max Yergan visited them for several days. They talked of fascism, the 
war, and Africa. Hitler and Stalin had signed a controversial nonaggres¬ 
sion pact a few weeks earlier, which had profoundly complicated the 
position of pro-Soviet organizations and individuals around the globe, 
and had caused major splits and schisms within the Communist Left 
worldwide. While this was certainly a pan of their conversations, what 
Yergan was most interested in talking to Essie about was the Interna¬ 
tional Committee on African Affairs (ICAA). an anti-colonial educa¬ 
tion and advocacy group that had been founded in London in 1937 with 
the Robesons’ help. The group would soon evolve into the Council on 
African Affairs and be relocated to the United States with Paul at its 
helm and Essie as a strong supporter. 

Essie, who had bonded with Yergan during her 1936 visit to South 
Africa, was the ICAA*s U first contributing member." She held high 
hopes for the new organization w hen she w rote a S300 check to help get 
it started. Years later, after the group set up shop in New York City, she 
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ed the council's library by loaning many of her books, maps, 
phs, and artifacts from her travels in Africa. Vergan himself 
would move sharply to the right by the late 1940s. even stooping to de¬ 
fend the racist South African regime at one point. But in the 1930s. he 
and Essie were concerned about the same issues, shared some of the 
lame political views, and strategized together about how to launch this 
new* and important organization. 

On September 30, 1939. the Robeson clan, accompanied by Larry 
Brown and twenty-four pieces of luggage, started the long trek back 
to the United States. Several weeks and many miles later, they would 
Seem their lives anew. For Paul and Essie, it w-as a homecoming: back 
f familiar streets, places, people, and habits. Harlem was terra firma 
for Paul and Essie, even though the neighborhood had changed in their 
absence. But for Paul Jr., now eleven, everything w as new and different. 
He had grown up as a privileged Black child in England and had trav¬ 
eled widely. I ie w as cosmopolitan and conversant in several languages. 
The United States had never really been his home. Essie worried about 
bow he would adjust, but on another level, both of his parents were glad 
that he would now have a chance to connect with other Negro children 
•nd the Harlem they both loved. 

Paul Jr.'s re introduction to American racism (he had gotten a taste of 
it in 1935) came even before the family reached New York Harbor. On 
board the ship, the family, exhausted and seasick, went to sit down for 
dinner in the ship’s main dining room where they were tersely informed 
that the ship’s policy required colored passengers to take their meals in 
their rooms. Offended and wholly unw illing to comply. Paul and Essie, 
with a widc-cvcd Paul Jr. in tow. walked conspicuously to the middle of 
the main dining room and occupied a vacant table until some accept¬ 
able arrangements could Ik- made. They were eventually served in that 
dining room, the ship’s racist policy notwithstanding. 4 " 

Essie had covered a lot of ground since she left the United States 
m 1928. She had been to many of the places she had once dreamed of, 
and had explored lands she never thought she would see. It seemed as if 
the whole decade she had l>ccn packing or unpacking, hooking passage 
on ships, trains, and airplanes every' month or so, obtaining visas and 
checking into hotels or setting up new living quarters. In coming home 
to New York in 1939, Essie felt a great comfort, a great sense of place 
and belonging that had eluded her in Europe and Russia, and even in 
Africa. The peace allowed her to reflect on her travels and make some 
broad connections between the people and places now animating her 
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memories, and her new expanded sense of her own identity. Essie had 
left the United States in 1928 as a young mother, ambitious, easily im¬ 
pressed, and idealistic. She returned a seasoned traveler, experiei 
writer, emergent activist, budding anthropologist, and woman of 1 
ening political convictions. She now saw herself as an advocate for th 
colonized world, an ally of the socialist (and communist) world, and i 
some respects a nascent feminist. 49 
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RETURNING HOME AND 
FINDING A NEW VOICE, 
1939-1945 


Dipping into the business of making a NEW would. 

Kslanda Robeson 

live Robesons received an enthusiastic welcome from their friends and 
upon their return to New York City in 1939. Essie's longtime 
friend Hattie Bolling, who had helped Paul and Essie to elope in 1921, 
tnd who had been supportive of Paul Jr. and his grandmother during 
fir time in the States in 1935, opened her home to them until they 
get resettled. The Robesons stayed with Hattie and her husband. 
Buddy, for several weeks, until Essie found a lovely five-bedroom place 
in the Robert Morris Apartments at 555 Edgccomb Avenue in the heart 
of Harlem. Essie. Paul, and Paul Jr. spent over a year in that apart¬ 
ment together. 1 During that time, they reconnected with old friends 
and worked to relaunch Paul's U.S.-based career. As for Essie, she 
began positioning herself to become a much more vocal advocate for 
the causes and ideals she believed in. 

Essie was excited to see her Harlem buddies again. She and Minnie 
Patterson immediately reconnected. Three days after Essie s arrival back 
m New York, the two old f riends were traipsing about town together, 
most likely shopping, running errands, and catching up. A gossip col¬ 
umnist reported spotting them one Sunday afternoon catching the Fifth 
Avenue bus at 135th Street on their way to some unknow n destination. 2 
Essie adored Minnie and Hattie and the feeling w as mutual. They were 
her sisters, her support system, and her emotional anchors, not to men¬ 
tion a great source of fun and laughter. She loved them dearly. Being 
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close to them again must have made Essie feel centered in a wav she had 
not felt for some time. 

In 1939 Paul did a short stint in the play John Henry at Philadel¬ 
phia’s Erlanger Theatre, then embarked on a concert tour in 1940 with 
Larry Brown. Essie was pursuing her own passions and try ing to find 
her niche. She reached out to old friends and made new ones. Essie 
continued to enjoy the people and the stimulation that Harlem repre¬ 
sented, bur she also longed for a spacious, quiet place to write and care 
for her aging mother.* Thus in June 1941 the extended family moved 
to Enfield, Connecticut, a hilly, pastoral community three hours from 
New York City, where Essie orchestrated the purchase and restoration 
of a large estate known as "The Beeches." The elegant entranceway (if 
the house was graced with four imposing white pillars, and the lavish 
two-acre estate had a swimming p*x>l, bowling alley, and several acres 
of land as a buffer from the outside world. 4 The purchase of the Beeches 
was extravagant in one sense, but Essie may have justified it as a prac¬ 
tical decision as well, since it could accommodate her extended family. 
The Robesons also entertained a steady stream of visitors whom Essie 
enjoyed immensely. She managed to purchase the house for a very good 
price and even informally surveyed the neighbors before she moved in 
to make sure they had no problems with having a Negro family in the 
neighborhood. 1 

Paul, meanwhile, was traveling all over the country and around the 
globe, performing to sold-out crowds, offering eloquent political cri¬ 
tiques of racism and fascism, and lending his support to the grow ing 
labor and civil rights movements. He also spoke in hopeful and glow¬ 
ing terms about the Soviet Union —a place, he argued, where racism 
had been virtually destroyed. Paul’s international experiences, and his 
systematic study of both culture and politics, including a careful study 
of Marxism somewhere along the way, had led him to move steadily to 
the left in his thinking. He was an ally, although never an official mem¬ 
ber, of the U.S. Communist Party, and he took great interest in Socialist 
and Communist movements worldwide, as did Essie. It was a volatile 
time in world politics and what Essie made of it all is still a bit unclear. 
In August of 1939 the Soviets made a pragmatic pact w ith the Germans 
which ended with Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union in June of 1941. 
Throughout it all Essie was both pro-Soviet and militantly anti-fascist. 

Paul’s public presence was much sought after during and immediately 
after World War II. A brilliant orator and sharp-edged intellectual, 
Paul w r as also a gifted artist who moved audiences with his portrayal of 
Othello and stirred them with his rendition of “Old Man River." He 
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enjoyed an international following and a large and devoted US. fan 
base. Paul’s successful segue into films in the 1930s only added to his 
r . In many respects. Paul reached the pinnacle of his celebrity as a 
cal figure and artist after the Robesons returned from England. 
m 1940. the widely distributed African American newspaper The Chi- 
Defender proclaimed Paul Robeson a source of hope and pride for 
nek America anil unequivocally "the greatest of the artists we have 
oduced." 0 That was high praise indeed and well deserved. 

Because of his success and demanding travel schedule, Paul did not 
have much time to spend at the family’s Enfield home. But he also chose 
^«t to spend much time there. Even when he was in the area, he often 
Ocpt in friends' apartments in Manhattan or at the small apartment 
’ '>ie rented for him in the Bollings' building in Harlem, where Larry 
Brown also had a flat. 7 He enjoyed the Connecticut house as a retreat 
but not as the place he came back to every night. 

While Paul was doing his share of solo traveling after their return 
from England, Essie decided to do a little independent traveling of her 
own. The trans-Atlantic move and the task of resettling the family in 
New York had been stressful, and she had always wanted to visit Central 
America. So in the summer of 1940. she booked an adventuresome little 
excursion: a passage on a cargo ship that would take her to multiple 
countries in the region and deposit her in Mexico, where she planned to 
meet up with her old friend Fernando Castillo and his family. She was so 
excited about the trip that she wrote to her friend. Indian independence 
leader, Jawarhalal Nehru to tell him she was going: “I will go armed 
with my camera. I hope to wander around in the interesting places in 
the region."" Even though her passport application stated that the trip 
was for “professional work in anthropology," Essie's trip to Central 
America and Mexico was mostly for pleasure. 9 The planned itinerary 
and surprise detours are testimony to her adventuresome spirit. 

Essie got as far as Panama when her little excursion took an unex¬ 
pected turn. The cargo ship, on which she was the only passenger ex¬ 
cept for the crew, was diverted to a neighboring country to pick up 
more cargo. She was told she would have to disembark and make other 
arrangements for the remainder of her journey. “Well what to do?" she 
pondered in her notebook. The answer she came up with was to hurry 
olf the ship and to “hotel Washington in Colon,” where she was fortu¬ 
nate to find an available room. Essie took the disruption of itinerary in 
stride. She did some shopping and explored the town before booking 
passage on another ship, the Royal Netherlands S.S. Crynssen, which 
was scheduled to depart for Costa Rica the following day. Essie landed 
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next in Puerto Limon. Costa Rica. There she encountered “the poor¬ 
est most desolate looking people" she had seen, living in dilapidated 
shacks situated among coconut palms, banana trees, and coffee plan¬ 
tations. Curious about the variations in phenotype among the people, 
she learned that some were African-descended Jamaicans who had been 
brought over as agricultural workers. This was yet another branch of the 
African Diaspora that interested her. After taking a rickety train that 
climbed for five hours up into the hills, she arrived at the capital of San 
Jos£, where she relaxed and explored for a few more days. Despite the 
grinding poverty, Essie described the landscape as "beautiful, unspoiled 
and fascinating." 10 

Essie always enjoyed meeting people when she traveled. She was 
open, curious, and eager to engage and informally interview her fel¬ 
low travelers. It is this attitude that caused her to meet “Miss. Nina 
Thomas," a young woman from Washington, D.C., who like Essie was 
traveling alone in Costa Rica on a little holiday. They met in a local shop 
and struck up a conversation. Nina invited Essie to be part of a four- 
person tour group that was planning to get up early the next morning 
and visit the summit of the local volcano. Essie agreed without hesita¬ 
tion. This would prove to be a scary and dangerous jaunt. The group 
departed from their hotel with a tour guide at 1:00 A.M., well before 
sunrise. After being transported by a car into the mountains, they rude 
on horseback in the dark until they reached the mountain trail, which 
was “slippery from the heavy rain." The group traveled “over narrow 
slippery trails, rough log bridges, over chasms, (and] along a narrow 
trail clinging to the edge of the precipice" until they “reached the sum¬ 
mit of the Irazu Volcano 11,322 feet up." 11 The view- alone was worth 
what it took to get there, but Essie was relieved to get back to her hotel 
safely several hours later. She took a Pan American Airlines flight early 
the next morning to Guatemala City, where she had a wonderful lei¬ 
surely and uneventful stay until moving on to Mexico. 

The highlight of Essie’s trip that summer was the visit she paid to her 
old friend Fernando Castillo, the young Spanish solider w ho had guar¬ 
anteed her and Paul safe passage from Valencia to Madrid and back dur¬ 
ing the war and who had charmed and befriended them along the way. 
He and his w ife, Magda, and their young child were now in exile, living 
in a modest house outside Mexico City. Essie enjoyed the few days she 
spent with them eating, recounting stories, and even going out to a local 
hotel to hear music and to dance. Essie returned home on September 5 
exhausted, stimulated, and glad to be home. 


140 


RETURNING HOME AND FINDING A NEW VOICE 



following year. 1941. Essie look another trip on her own that 
to be inspiring in an entirely different way. She had never spent 
time in the U.S. South even though her mother’s South Carolina 
were very much a part of the family lore. In November she de- 
to head south on her own to spend a little time with old friends 
!ct a closer look at Black Southern life, including the notorious 
I of Jim Crow segregation. She first went to Atlanta, staying with 
>r Ira Reid and his wife, Gladys, who was a classmate of Essies 
»ity of Illinois. She had known the couple in Harlem. Reid, a 
social scientist, hail been recruited to teach at Atlanta University, 
for a time, he also edited the journal Pbylon. The Reids then took 
on a brief regional tour, passing through Mississippi, continuing 
Orleans to visit w ith friends at Dillard University, and finally 
a stop in Tuskegce. Alabama, so Essie could see the place. Essie 
impressed with the "very keen" southern Black students that she 
Ira Reid, w ho had previously done research on Negro workers, 
recently written the study Segro w the American Economic Sys- 
which may have been a topic of their dinner conversations during 
:s visit. Another likely topic of dinner conversation w as the tumul- 
1 state of the world. 'Hie Great Depression raged on. Fascism was 
ling through Europe. And. even though Essie and her friends 
not have know n, it was the eve of the attack on Pearl Harbor and 
United States’ entry into World War II. U 
As Essie moved around the country and the world, and even when she 
at home in Connecticut, she became the object of government sur- 
:. By 194J she was Inring watched by U.S. intelligence because 
her increasingly outspoken political views, as well as the prominence 
her equally outspoken husband. The FBI went so far as to ques- 
Essie’s neighbors al>out her activities, her habits—even her house- 
ts, mail deliveries, and travel patterns. The FBI may have been a bit 
>inted with the results. For the most part, Essie got along with 
fellow Enfield residents. She participated in civic organizations and 
part in school events. She was “a fine woman," one neighbor told 
over agents who came around snooping, adding that she was “one 
red percent American," even though she did subscribe to a com¬ 
munist newspaper. Others reiterated the point. Another neighbor was 
so kind. She reported "the Subject and her husband. Paul Robeson, 
who arc communists, and who are bitter against the white race.” 1 * All 
this was duly noted in a growing FBI file on both Essie and Paul. 

At this juncture, in 1943, P au l was consumed with Othello. I le was 
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performing the coveted role on Broadway, a high point in his already 
stellar career. There were rehearsals and daily preparations for his ap¬ 
pearances. He made it back to Connecticut infrequently. While an issue 
of Look magazine from the 1940s featured the Robesons as a handsome 
and happy “Negro - family in a beautiful home and enjoying what looked 
to be the perfect life, this idyllic domestic portrait was misleading. Paul 
was intimately involved with two other w omen at the time: his longtime 
friend Freda Diamond, and the German-born actress Uta Hagen, who 
was playing Desdemona opposite him in Othello on Broadway. 

Hurtful as that was for Essie, she no longer viewed Paul’s extramari¬ 
tal affairs as cheating per se. They had reached an agreement according 
to which each partner was free to do as he or she pleased w ith regard to 
sex and romance. The reality, of course, w as that it was much easier for 
a man to exercise the privilege of free sexual expression than it was for 
a woman. And Paul’s high-profile celebrity status, intellectual acuity, 
and exceptional good looks gave him even more romantic options than 
most men. Yet he was also constrained in a way that Essie was not: the 
potential threat to his reputation and career if those relationships (espe¬ 
cially the interracial ones) became public was great. And his unabash¬ 
edly militant politics meant he had plenty of critics willing to conjure 
up a scandal. 

As their marital arrangement evolved, Essie settled for the security 
of knowing that Paul would never leave her and that she would continue 
to enjoy the respect and recognition that she had earned as Mrs. Paul 
Robeson. She and Paul lived parallel but gently overlapping lives in 
the 1940s. They were not officially separated but they moved at their 
own rhythms, often in different directions. They were dutiful and loyal, 
and sometimes affectionate, and there was an underlying time-tested 
friendship and familiarity between them that Essie seemed to value 
enough to accommodate the rest. And their deepening political con¬ 
victions increasingly tied them together as well. 

And they shared Paul Jr., of course. Essie devoted a great deal of 
her attention to her only child after the move to Connecticut. When 
the family first moved to the Beeches, Paul Jr. attended Enfield High 
School, but he later transferred to another public school just over the 
border in Massachusetts that focused on science and engineering and 
was a better fit for his evolving intellectual interests. 14 Years later, he 
recalled admiringly that his mother never missed a single one of his 
athletic or academic events during his high school years. 15 Essie took 
great pride in her teenage son’s accomplishments. She was especially 


142 


RETURNING HOME AND FINDING A NEW VOICE 


when in 1943 he was accepted at Cornell University to study 
ring. 

As Paul Jr. matured into a young man. Essie took all the more seri- 
the task of building her own social, political, and professional 
ity. In September of 1943 she accepted an invitation to widen 
circle even more. The anti-racist Southern writer Lillian Smith had 
to invite an interracial group of twenty or so influential women 
talk and socialize for two days at her mountain retreat in Georgia, 
state’s segregationist laws made the gathering wholly illegal and 
knew she was taking a risk even convening it. Those who ac- 
her invitation included Fellowship of Reconciliation secretary 
nee Ruinbough; law yer and advocateThomasina Johnson; soci- 
t Belle Boone Beard; Sadie Mays, educator and wife of More- 
president Benjamin Mays; the venerable activist and agitator 
Church Terrell; and Essie Goode Robeson. 

Smith’s invitation read as follows: “Perhaps while we are together 
: >hall as eighteen women of intelligence and ability and good will, 
out with one another some interesting plans and projects that 
be valuable to both races. I should like to think that out of this 
gathering something very line and beautiful would come. ... I 
therefore inviting from the Negro race probably its most powerful 
! influential women leaders." as well as a handful of courageous and 
ard-thinking white women. 16 Essie was intrigued by the invitation 
readily accepted. 

The women laughed, talked, argued, danced, and shared meals to¬ 
ff. Perhaps some new relationships were begun and new insights 
d: we do know that the follow ing year Smith published her con- 
ial best-selling book Strange Fruit about racism jnd interracial 
in a small Southern town. The event at Lillian Smith's country 
may not have been as transformative in the ways that Smith had 
it would Ik-, but for Essie, the women there became pan of her 
ing network of friends and allies. 

The events of 1943 bolstered Essie and set the stage for a more de¬ 
nned public role of her own. Although Essie had been engaged in intel- 
I and political explorations independent of Paul for some time, 
activities would soon crystallize into a serious career as an anti- 
colonial crusader and a peace and freedom activist and journalist. Three 
sets of developments signaled this new level of public activism: her work 
with the Council on African Affairs and the 1945 publication of ber 
book African Journey; her second trip to Africa in 1946; and her work 
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with the electoral campaigns of Henry Wallace and the Progressive 
Party beginning in 1948. 

By this time, the Council on African Affairs, an outgrowth of The 
International Committee on Africa that Essie and Paul had helped to 
launch with their friend Max Yergan in 1937, had become the most 
prominent African American organization advocating consistently on 
behalf of Africa in the postw ar years. The group held press conferences, 
issued statements, and hosted forums and meetings for Africans visit¬ 
ing the United States, and despite communist and left-wing members, it 
had a considerable mainstream following. 1 ' Moreover, while the coun¬ 
cil’s focus was Africa, its political interests did not stop there. Yergan 
and others spoke out repeatedly for the need to support anti-colonial 
and anti-fascist struggles worldwide, especially the one ongoing in 
India and which Yergan knew well.“ 

Essie was not an official member of the organization at first, despite 
her early contribution. But even without formal recognition, she par¬ 
ticipated in meetings and public programs. She also contributed fre¬ 
quently to the group’s main publication, the journal New Africa. 11 * Space 
on the council's letterhead was reserved largely for prominent Black 
male leaders, including Paul Rolieson, who headed the group; Alphaeus 
Hunton; W. E. B. Du Bois; and academics like Essie's old friend Ralph 
Bunchc. Howard University president Mordccai Johnson and attorney 
I iubert Delaney, the w idow of Essie's friend Clare, who later became 
a New York judge, were also involved for awhile.* 0 Still, in terms of 
the actual leadership and day-to-day work of the organization, women 
played a significant role, and it was an eclectic group of women at that, 
from an aging and sometime mainstream Mary Church Terrell to the 
Pan-Africanist Amy Ashwood Garvey.* 1 By 1943, Essie’s friend Char- 
lotta Bass, radical publisher of the California Eagle, a West Coast Negro 
newspaper, had joined the council. During the war years, mainstream 
Black political figures like Channing Tobias and Rayford Logan were 
also affiliated, as was Essie’s friend and former neighbor in Harlem, 
sociologist E. Franklin Frazier. Rosebery Bokwe, the South African 
physician whose wedding Essie had attended in 1936, and Leonard 
Barnes, the British w riter who had piqued Essie's curiosity about South 
Africa in 1932, also became meml»ers of the council.** 

Initially, the council sought to influence American foreign policy 
on Africa by trying to persuade diplomats and government officials to 
change course. In 1944, a three-person council delegation met with 
representatives of the State Department's new Division of African Af- 
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turs to lobby for policies to benefit the colonized people of Africa. 
Ironically, even as the council was trying to educate government offi- 
about Africa, the FBI had most of the leaders of the council, in- 
ing Essie and Paul, under steady surveillance. 25 Historian Penny 
Eschen argues that opponents of the council frequently, and un- 
; tried to depict the group as simply an appendage of the Com¬ 
ist Party. In one report, the FBI deemed the council a subversive 
tion that was whipping up “unrest” among American Negroes 
flicizing “alleged" injustices in Africa. Needless to sav, the group 
not make much headway at the State Department, and its members 
directed their energies elsewhere. 24 Their change in focus paral- 
a shift in postwar politics. Two factors were key. One, the United 
s and Soviet Union became fierce adversaries, and two, VVash- 
i and Moscow began to compete for the allegiances of emerging 
ican nations as part of the growing Cold War rivalry. 

In 1945, the war ended. A quarter of a million people had died, in- 
ling thousands of African Americans, and the geopolitical world 
in flux. There were rumblings about decolonization and new states 
the horizon, with centuries-old empires crumbling under their own 
ht.The balance of power in the world was shifting, and at the ccn- 
«rr of these seismic changes was the embryonic United Nations, a suc- 
•r to the stillborn League of Nations that had been formed after 
World War 1 . There was promise that the United Nations would be a 
forum for democratic change and, with decolonization, there was hope 
that African and Asian people would have a place at the table. More 
radical actors hoped it would at least be a level battlefield for defining 
the postcolonial world, even if real freedom still seemed a long wav off. 

Many activists both inside and outside the council were eager to make 
sure that the interests of Africa and particularly the issue of decoloniza¬ 
tion were top on the agenda of the newly formed United Nations. They 
were hopeful that inroads could be made there, that the time was ripe. 
After all, Franklin D. Roosevelt had signed on to the Atlantic Char¬ 
ter. a forward-looking document that listed “sell-determination" for 
colonized people as a postwar goal. Even though Roosevelt died two 
weeks before the U.N. founding conference, held in San Francisco in 
May 1945. council members were still cautiously hopeful that the new 
ntemational body would be instrumental in the fight for African inde¬ 
pendence. Authors of editorials and columns appearing in Council on 
African Affairs' publications leading up to the San Francisco conference 
insisted that decolonization be on the U.N. agenda. 
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That specific demand was not realized, but the struggle continued. 
As historian Vijay Prashad and others have observed, the United Na¬ 
tions did in fact become a critical institution in the fight against colo¬ 
nialism and neo-colonialism, a place to gamer international attention 
and a springboard for building solidarity among former colonies. Al¬ 
though rife with contradictions and clearly limited in its practical po¬ 
litical power, the United Nations was at the center of negotiations for 
a better and more just future for the peoples of Africa. Asia. South and 
Central America, and the Caribbean. 

Essie perceived the organization’s importance early on and was 
thrilled to be one of two council representatives, along with Max Yer- 
gan, to travel to San Francisco to attend the founding conference. 25 
Essie would spend the next two decades documenting the evolution 
of the United Nations and observing, critiquing, and prodding vari¬ 
ous U.N. bodies, committees, and officials to realize the organization’s 
promise of promoting greater peace and justice in the world. 26 

On May 13,1945, Ess* c was met at the San Francisco airport by Max 
and Lena Yergan. A small delegation of women, including publisher. 
Charlotta Bass, also welcomed her to town by displaying a four-foot 
banner on the side of a car that read "Welcome Mrs. Robeson ” 27 They 
then presented her with a corsage. Essie was touched by this thought¬ 
ful recognition. Soon after arriving in the city, she stood on a hilltop 
with the Pacific Ocean and the Golden Gate Bridge in the distance and 
paused to marvel at the Inrauty of the city and the great sense of possi¬ 
bility that the birth of the United Nations represented. 

After receiving a key to the council office and “observer” credentials 
for the U.N. meeting, Essie spent the next few days listening, debating, 
and absorbing all that was going on around her. 2 " Even as an unofficial 
observer, Essie was able to actively participate in the events surrounding 
the conference. There were even special daily briefings for observers, so 
they too felt a part of the process, and nongovernmental advocacy and 
human rights organizations took the opportunity to meet and discuss 
global politics and the conference proceedings among themselves. Ses¬ 
sions included presentations by experts on issues ranging from the veto 
at the United Nations to the broader issue of human rights. 20 Essie mar¬ 
veled at the spectacle of it all. It was “a fantastic experience.” she wrote 
in a very personal essay. “Alice in Wonderland couldn't have felt half so 
adventurous as I did. For I was a nobody, dipping into the business of 
making a new world." She was only half-serious about being a “no¬ 
body." as she was quick to point out in the very same essay. 50 Still she 
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deeply appreciated the historic and global significance of the founding 
its political limitations notwithstanding. 

One of Essie’s few criticisms of the conference came out of her na- 
feminist or pro-feminist sensibilities. She complained that de- 
the pivotal role of women in revolutionary and anti-colonial 
;les the world over, as well as in the tight to defeat fascism, they 
woefully underrepresented in San Francisco. “Officialdom has a 
:nth century attitude in thinking and behavior toward women 
the fast moving, radically changing twentieth century." she wrote 
it the conference. She added. “'Hie men have failed in their job to 
the world has suffered war after war. each one more destructive 
the preceding” ami yet men were still in charge of designing a 
postwar world." In search of likeminded women. Essie attended 
11-day forum for official and unofficial female participants entitled 
i's Share in Implementing the Peace." She was impressed by the 
of the discussion and the company. Women from all over the 
r, speaking different languages, coming from different political and 
il contexts, all sat down together to talk about common concerns 
how the United Nations might contribute to finding solutions. 
Essie’s writing and thinking about women and gender were not always 
tent. At times she was highly critical of women. For instance in 
exchange w ith Pearl Buck in 1949 she argued that many American 
brought problems on themselves, and were unnecessarily frivo- 
and demanding of their husbands. At other times, however, she 
quite staunch in her defense of women as the real muscle behind 
work of families, organizations, and social movements. She seemed 
make a distinction between “American women," a term that in her 
inge with Pearl Buck represents white middle-class women, and 
:r demographic altogether that she refers to in her many observa- 
and comments elsewhere: poor and working-class women, radi- 
womcn. Black women, and women under colonialism. In these in- 
she talks about the toughness and political savvy of “women.”” 
ing on the establishment of the United Nations and its failure to 
incorporate women’s leadership. Essie wrote: "Many of us thought 
familiar tolerance, these men how they talk, and think they run 
office, the house, the children and us; but it is we. the secretaries, 
mothers who really know what it s all about."’ 4 Here, as else- 
Essie acknowledges the inequality between men and women and 
the untapped leadership ability of ordinary women. 

At the San Francisco meeting Essie ran into a number of old f riends 


TURNING HOME AND FINDING A NEW VOICE 


147 



and acquaintances from various parts of the world, and various parts 
of her past. There were parties, receptions, luncheons, and plenty of 
opportunities for informal connections and conversations. Essie must 
have been especially pleased to have been invited to a cocktail party 
hosted by her friend Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, an Indian activist and 
diplomat, and sister of future Prime Minister Nehru, who would be¬ 
come the first female president of the U.N. General Assembly. Pandit’s 
distinguished political career represented the kind of leadership that 
Essie thought many more women were capable of at all levels. 

After the U.N. gathering, Essie used what she had seen and heard 
there as fodder for her writing and public speaking. In June, she deliv¬ 
ered a powerful lecture at Tufts University entitled “Background and 
Trends in the World." In this lecture, she underscored the centrality of 
Africa and the importance of African independence to establishing a 
lasting world peace. As she explained, “It is impossible for any reason¬ 
able person to hope for peace in the world as two-thirds of the people 
remain in colonial slavery"* 4 She argued that the establishment of the 
United Nations represented significant progress toward this end, but 
pushed her listeners to consider the enormity of the task that lay ahead 
and insist that the United Nations be a catalyst for ending colonialism. 

After the U.N. convention, the Council on African Affairs’ leader¬ 
ship asked Essie to use her firsthand knowledge of Africa, her anthro¬ 
pological expertise, and her writing skills to create a compelling pam¬ 
phlet about anti-colonial struggles and U.S.-Africa policy that would 
be accessible to a popular audience. “What Do the People of Africa 
Want?" was the result. She wrote the document in a conversational 
tone and directed her words at a generally uninformed or ill-informed 
American reader. The purpose of her twenty-three-page pamphlet was 
to help sway public opinion and influence policymakers at a moment 
when attention was still trained on creating a new balance of power. 
Essie wanted, first, to convince her readers of Africa’s importance to 
the United States and the world. Second, she wanted to counter the 
myths that Africans were primitive and incapable of self-governance. 
And third, she wanted to establish the principles of independence and 
self-determination as being morally right and just. 

The pamphlet opens by describing the great African civilizations of 
the past, from the Hausa and Ashanti systems of self-governance to 
the sophisticated artistry of the Bahima people of Uganda.* 5 Essie went 
on to outline sub-Saharan Africa’s importance as a major supplier of 
minerals, palm oil, cocoa, and rubber to the growing world economy, 
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described how all of that production had been facilitated by the 
of colonial rule and the appropriation of Black labor. 56 Not 
igly, she held up South Africa for particularly harsh criticism, 
tout the pamphlet, Essie made sure to avoid depicting Afri- 
as hapless victims of oppression and to acknow ledge their active 
ice and efforts to determine their ow n fate. She also stressed the 
tant role played by women in this regard. “African women too 
: organizing," she reported, listing numerous examples. 57 Essie con- 
her short polemical pamphlet by arguing that thousands of Afri- 
colonial subjects had fought on the side of the Allied forces in the 
and now deserved some justice and peace of their own. She further 
ted that Africans were also entitled to the "four freedoms" that 
it Roosevelt had spoken about so eloquently in 1941: freedom 
:h, freedom from want, freedom of worship, and freedom from 
‘Until the African people, along with all the peoples of the earth, 
these simple, reasonable, dignified, human minimum essentials, 
war—which includes the peace —will not be won," she wrote. "It 
not be finished." 58 The Council on African Affairs distributed the 
ilct widely. 

In 194ft, much of Essie’s work through the council focused on South 
1. where the Black, “colored," and Asian populations were still suf- 
from a stranglehold of racist and repressive laws and organizers 
resisting by encouraging a major strike by Black miners. Still, her 
its were broad and extended throughout the continent. 5 ’ To keep 
•date an«l fired up about her anti-colonial work. Essie relied on 
network of contacts in southern Africa and beyond, who wrote to 
regularly between 1946 and 1949. Among these contacts were her 
.Newell Snow Booth, who was a Methodist minister and educator, 
his wife, Esma. In 1946. the Booths traveled from Rhodesia (now 
ibwe) into Mozambique before settling in the Congo for an ex- 
period. 

»ie also received letters regularly from Darrell and Mildred Ran- 
hcr friends in Johannesburg, who gave eyewitness accounts of 
tense political situation in South Africa. The)* went on to become 
friends of Eduardo Mondlanc and supporters of the From for 
Liberation of Mozambique (FRELIMO). 40 On the eve of the 1948 
>n in which the all-white Afrikaner National Party consolidated 
;r under the apartheid regime, they wrote: “More gold and dia- 
have been discovered.. .. This 'glittering prosperity,’ however, 
been overshadowed bv the increasing concern about the flow of 
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Africans to the cities, which has continued like a tidal wave that cannot 
be stopped. The housing situation for non-white people has become 
worse and the racial tensions of the area have continued to mount." 41 
Six months later, the Randalls wrote again: “En route back to Johan¬ 
nesburg we visited some of the land reserved for Africans—land that is 
overcrowded, dry and suffering from the most serious soil erosion. It 
is no wonder that young Africa is surging to the cities— in despair and 
hope for a better life!" They went on to describe the growing “bitter¬ 
ness and distrust between the w’hite and non-white peoples," and the 
election of a communist to the South African parliament who was then 
prevented from speaking to Blacks in Johannesburg for fear he would 
spark unrest. They concluded, “The government appears to be getting 
more repressive." 4 

In the winter of 1948, Essie received another set of letters from Dar¬ 
rell and Mildred. The conservative Afrikaner Party had just come to 
power. “This was a White mans election." they wrote. “Some mass 
meetings of protest were held, in which a few thousand Africans, Indi¬ 
ans and Coloreds marched through the streets demanding the demo¬ 
cratic right to vote for their own candidates.... Competent ohservers 
here ominously conclude that Africa is a tinderbox!” 41 Nine months 
later, they wrote again, “The developments which we described in our 
earlier letters have been more serious and far-reaching. Among these 
developments include the formal abolishment of the Native Represen¬ 
tative Council without providing any alternative for the Africans to 
express their own voice. In the meanwhile African nationalism is surg¬ 
ing forth! There is a growing demand for complete non-cooperation 
with all white people, with subsequent rejection of older African leaders 
‘guilty of too much patience.’ At the moment, Africans arc waiting for 
new leaders, and the type of leadership which may emerge is likely to 
influence the future of the entire continent." 44 

Essie received regular communication from associates and col¬ 
leagues in other parts of Africa as well, including correspondence 
from Ruth Longstaff in Cianta, Liberia; Richard and Edith Scotti in 
Gombari. Congo; Lavinia Scott in Natal, South Africa; and Reverend 
Omar Hartzlerand his wife, Eva, from Malanjc, Angola. 45 She had per¬ 
sonal and political differences with many of the missionaries she cor¬ 
responded with—some of whom openly touted their soul-saving agen¬ 
das—but she still relied on their firsthand accounts to keep informed 
about what was going on across the continent, and to provide her with 
valuable intelligence information from official sources that she could 
not have obtained otherwise. 
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In November 1946. the council hosted a visit to the United States by 
socral prominent South African activists. They spoke to an overflow 
i at Harlem's historic Abyssinian Baptist Church in an event timed 
anorialize the South African miners who had been killed during 
1946 strikes. 46 The keynote speaker from the African National 
gress (ANC) was none other than Dr. Alfred B. Xuma. the presi- 
of the ANC from 1940 to 1949 and one of Essie’s hosts in South 
1 in 1936. 47 She and Paul Jr. had been w ell taken care of at Xuma’s 
in Sofiatown, and the ANC leader had impressed her greatly. 48 
too had made an impression on Xuma during that visit. He later 
e that when he heard her speak at the Bantu Men’s Social Centre in 
itown about the links between the struggles of African Americans 
Africans, he felt moved and inspired. 44 Xuma kept in touch with 
« after her visit. 50 In fact, she was terribly disappointed that w hen 
came to New York, she was not able to be there to greet him. Rather 
e was on another African journey in 1946. this time to the Congo. 

A few days after the rally at Abyssinian, dozens of council members 
ii two hundred labor activists picketed the South African consulate 
New York to protest that government’s repressive and racist policies. 
? council also published three ma|or papers on South Africa around 
time. These efforts were geared tow ard not only exposing the dis- 
mn.ition and oppression in South Africa proper, but also preventing 
racist South African government from try ing to annex the adjacent 
ory of South West Africa (later the independent country' of Na- 
). They hoped to prevsurc US. politicians, embolden U.N. dele- 
and rouse public interest on the subject. Essie joined this chorus 
•assioned voices against the actions of the South African govern- 
In a long speech at the Town Hall Auditorium in New York, Essie 
mned moves by the South African government to take power in 
h West Africa (the area that would become Namibia), using her 
knowledge of the grow ing body of international laws administered 
the still embry onic United Nations to help make her case. “A man- 
—te is a territory to be governed in the interests of its inhabitants, 
*nd of the world at large, and the mandated people arc to be prepared 
for an eventual independence." she explained to her audience. She also 
med her know ledge of South African history and law to underscore her 
point, and to warn that an undemocratic colonial system was about to 
| be unjustly imposed on an even larger population. 51 

In order to make the geopolitics of southern Africa as clear and rele¬ 
arnt as possible to her American audience and to once again underscore 
her international view of the Black experience, Essie drew compari- 
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sons to the plight of Black Americans in the segregated South. Mocking 
the veracity of South African leader Jan Smuts's claim that his govern¬ 
ment had polled Blacks about the issue of annexation, Essie said, “This 
is comparable to saying that Bilbo [a racist senator and ardent segre¬ 
gationist from Mississippi] made a survey of Negro opinion in Mis¬ 
sissippi." Essie called on the United Nations to reject not only South 
Africa’s request concerning annexation, but also South Africa in gen¬ 
eral. Essie said the United Nations’ moral credibility was on the line, 
arguing that the international organization had to “seriously consider 
the grave question of whether it would expose itself to dis-credit in the 
eyes of the world by harboring in its midst a nation which at the outset 
violates its fundamental principles of law" South Africa was not ousted, 
hut its request to absorb South West Africa was denied. 

In February 1946, Essie gave another public lecture to a crowd of a 
thousand at the Akron. Ohio, Jewish Center entitled “The Negro’s Place 
in World Affairs." As had become her practice, she used the opportu¬ 
nity to educate her audience not only about Africa, but also about the 
need for racial democracy in the United States. Essie attacked Senator 
Bilbo for his filibuster of the Fair Employment Practices Commission 
and directly challenged his assertion that there was a “Negro problem" 
in the United States. “We Negroes believe the problem facing America 
is not a Negro problem but a White problem," she said. Further, “only 
by making America truly democratic can the problem be solved." A re¬ 
porter covering the event for a local Black newspaper praised Essie's 
presentation as demonstrative of a “keen mind and sparkling wit."” She 
had become a polished political orator. 

It took Essie more than a decade, but by the mid-1940s she had 
completed almost all of the requirements fora Ph.D. in anthropology. 
Family obligations and the war had prevented her from getting her de¬ 
gree at the London School of Economics in the 1930s. But once she 
settled into life in Connecticut, she enrolled in the nearby Hartford 
Seminary, a school founded in the late nineteenth century that spe¬ 
cialized in training missionaries for work in Africa. While Essie was 
not particularly interested in the theological side of the curriculum, 
the seminary was her best option for completing the graduate degree. 
She completed at least a draft of her thesis, and was listed as a can¬ 
didate for the doctorate in both 1943 a °d * 944 - but for some reason 
never defended and was never otficiallv awarded the degree. The ex¬ 
perience was useful, however, because it encouraged her to read widely 
and gave her the tools she needed to sharpen her skills as a writer, re- 
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searcher, and analyst on Africa. For instance, during her time at Hart¬ 
ford. Essie wrote a paper for Professor Newell Booth's “Background in 
Africa" course on the discriminatory practices of foreign missions. In 
lie paper, she discussed the pervasiveness of anti-Black racism and the 
aced for missionary groups to combat it by “sharing with." rather than 
‘giving to," African communities. 5 ’ 

The grailuate curriculum at 1 lartlord w as broad in scope and stressed 
Ogurous in-depth readings in preparation lor the comprehensive doc¬ 
toral exams. Essie's reading list included Kant. Hegel. (Henry) Buckle, 
N ietzsche, and Marx. Essie was a mature student and not interested 
■ being anyone’s protege. She had her own ideas and opinions and 
not hesitate to make them known, just as she had done at the Lon- 
School of Economics. In communicating with Essie about her up- 
exams, one of her advisers. Dr. Charles G. Chakerian, a profes- 
of ethics, made a point to add, “In preparing for your examination, 
be sure to be thorough, objective, 3 nd ever careful not to mix 
own views with those of the authors studied. There w ill be plenty 
irtunity for you to evaluate the various theories." H Essie w as re- 
to being “trained" as a traditional academic. Prof. Chakerian had 
witnessed some of that resistance, and wanted to caution her not 
i be too opinionated during her exam. 

While much of Essie’s scholarly interest had been in Africa, she 
d on a thesis topic that focused on Blacks in the U.S. context, 
may have been a practical decision, since she may well have hoped 
• complete her degree without further trans-Atlantic travel. The title 
her short forty-two-page thesis was "The Negro Problem: An Ap- 
:h to the Problem of Race Relations in the USA." She had origi- 
lv intended for her 1936 fieldwork in Uganda to sen e as the basis for 
ber thesis, but decided to sw itch her topic, saving the fieldwork material 
»or a wider audience.” The thesis itself was vague and generic. 

Essie ultimately included the Uganda material and other data she 
[collected during her first trip to Africa in the book African Journey, 
in August 1945. mentioned earlier, the book was a major 
in her career and her first scholarly publication. Her 1930 
iphv of Paul had sold reasonably well, but that w as thanks to Paul’s 
>rity, not her skill as a w riter or scholar. This book was altogether 
;nt. The result of her own arduous research and fieldwork, the 
t, a richly detailed, insightful narrative that combined ethnogra¬ 
phy and travel memoir, essentially chronicled every phase of her 1936 
trip through South Africa and Uganda.*’ In time, it would come to be 
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recognized as an important early anthropological text on Africa by a 
Black American writer, a powerful piece of travel w riting, and a treatise 
against colonialism. 

In terms of Essie’s wTiting career, the road from Paul Robeson, Negro 
to African Journey was not a smooth one. Between the two projects 
she had tried her hand at both fiction and nonfiction projects, large 
and small, and while she had met with some positive responses, there 
were also some pretty harsh rejections. One especially blunt and in¬ 
sulting rebuff came from the acclaimed film and theatrical producer 
Herman Shumlin, who in 1944 wrote to Essie that he was extremely 
“disappointed" w’ith her w riting and found it uninspiring and “ponder¬ 
ous." concluding that he was not interested in any potential collabora¬ 
tion w’ith her. Her bounce-back reply one week later w'as classic Essie, 
ever tough and resilient. “I’m a gal that can take no for an answer,” she 
wrote, “and go right ahead and work some more without discourage¬ 
ment. In fact, ‘no’ has always been a challenge for me." 57 She did not put 
her pen down or put her typew riter away. She kept on writing, almost 
in defiance of her critics. 

Pearl Buck found African Journey so compelling that she encouraged 
her husband, publisher Richard Walsh, then head of John Day Com¬ 
pany, to publish it, which he did. After the book was released and gar¬ 
nered several positive reviews, the speaking invitations started rolling in 
from across the country, from New York to New Mexico. Essie spoke 
at bookstores, union halls, and universities about Africa's history and 
its contemporary challenges. The publicity around Essie’s book tour in¬ 
variably mentioned that she was Mrs. Paul Robeson. Still, her work w as 
increasingly discussed, debated, and praised on its own merits. 

From 1945 through at least 1948 Essie was affiliated with the Harold R. 
Peat Management and booking agency based in New York City. They 
arranged her speaking engagements for fees ranging between S150 and 
S350 per lecture. She took more than twenty-two trips in 1947 alone, 
visiting such places as Johnston. Pennsylvania; Kenton. Ohio; Dallas. 
Texas; and Ann Arbor. Michigan. 5 * 

Even though Essie was recognized for her writing and was sought 
after as a public speaker, she never became an academic insider, never 
officially completed her Ph.D.. and never sought a faculty appointment. 
In fact, much of her approach to anthropological research and ethnog¬ 
raphy was at odds w-ith the mainstream of the field. Later, however, his¬ 
torians of the African Diaspora acknowledged the important intellec¬ 
tual and political territory that Essie had staked out. Maureen Mahon, 
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example, points out that her methodology itself stood in opposi- 
to the conventional wisdom that ethnographers from “the West” 
to view the cultures they observed through the lens of the “other," 
other that was often deemed primitive, uncivilized, and premod- 
Essie sought instead to demonstrate parallels and connections be¬ 
tween Africans and African Americans and to document the lives of 
tic sophisticated and capable African people that she had encountered. 
In her eyes she, as an American Negro, had much in common with her 
subjects. In addition, as Mahon points out, for Essie anthropology was 
tool for liberation, rather than simply an abstract research enterprise. 
In many respects the discipline of “anthropology is the child of im- 
lism," as Kathleen Gough so boldly proclaimed in her controver- 
1968 article. From its earliest days, however, it has also uprooted old 
and sometimes inscribed new ones. Essie situated herself deliber- 
on the margins of the Academy and on the margins of the formal 
ot anthropology. I ler audience was not primarily a scholarly one 
a larger public. And she refused to embrace some of the basic para- 
s of early anthropologists, specifically the cleavage betw een primi- 
le societies and complcx/advanccd/civilizcd ones." - After her 
trip Essie was eager to confront the world's racist and wrong- 
views of Africa. The book she finally published nearly ten years 
-iter was one step in that direction. 

African Journey established Essie as an expert on Africa, a public 
ition she had long desired and had worked hard to attain. She 
became part of a small community of Africanists who researched 
wrote about the continent and frequently shared information and 
;es with one another. Despite her delil>erate marginalitv to the 
ream of the field of anthropology and “African Studies," Essie 
feel a part of an intellectual community, one that included, among 
Ralph Bunche, who had solicited Essie’s advice about his re- 
fa and his plans to visit Africa. On the eve of his trip, she loaned 
turn her treasured Cine-Kodak camera, a special gift she had received 
from Paul. She also provided him w ith lengthy instructions regarding 
• hen and how he might use it so that he wouldn't offend the Africans 
he was capturing on film. Bunche was enormously grateful and eager to 
his findings and photos with Essie when he returned. His itiner- 
in Southern Africa was very similar to hers. I le visited some of the 
locations, and met with some of the same people. 60 
J When her book came out, Essie was especially pleased and proud 
receive praise from those in her extended community whom she 
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admired. A note of congratulations from her old iriend, sociologist 
E. Franklin Frazier, along with the promise to attend one of her public 
lectures, meant a lot to Essie. 61 Also among the positive reviews was one 
in the Amsterdam News by Prince A. A. Nwafor Ori/.u, whose glowing 
praise for the book deemed it a turning point for writings about Africa 
and more precisely, a direct “challenge to the Negroes in America” to 
engage seriously and respectfully with the politics and realities on the 
African continent 62 

African Journey was an important professional landmark for Essie, 
but it was much more than that. It also represented the payment of a 
debt to all the people who had opened their homes and shared their 
thoughts and ideas with her during her travels in 1936. A lot had tran¬ 
spired in the intervening decade, but Essie was pleased and relieved to 
finally have completed the book, which she dedicated to “the brothers 
and sisters who will know whom 1 mean." 6 * 

After the publication of African Journey, Essie was officially invited 
to join the Council on African Affairs. She had been a de facto mem¬ 
ber for years, but African Journey, and her growing visibility as a pub¬ 
lic speaker, seemed to give her a new air of legitimacy. 64 In announcing 
her appointment, the council's executive director, Max Yergan, issued a 
press release touting Essie as the author of a newly published book that 
had “received extremely high commendation from critics and review¬ 
ers.” He went on to praise her expertise on Africa, expressing his hope 
that she would “contribute toward widening the influence of the (Coun¬ 
cil and increasing American understanding of Africa's vital relationship 
to world security and peace." Of course. Yergan also mentioned that she 
was the “wife of Paul Robeson," president of the council. 65 

During this period, Essie strained to assert her independence from 
Paul, but she also continued to crave a personal connection with him. 
She even occasionally fantasized that she and Paul might recapture some 
of the romance they had once shared. In April 1945, Essie decided to 
travel to Chicago in the hopes of celebrating Paul's forty-seventh birth¬ 
day and to toast the Chicago opening of Othello. The Shakespeare clas¬ 
sic, starring Paul and Uta Hagen, had enjoyed great success on Broad¬ 
way before going on tour. Essie hinted in a letter to her sister-in-law 
Marian Forsythe that she was hoping for a reunion of sorts. “1 took off 
20 pounds, exercised mvself hard and flat... and have just had my hair 
done,” she boasted. “What do you know ? I think the big boy will be 
quite pleased. I'm at mv best. And now is the time!!!" 66 

Essie's hopes for a reunion may not have been far-fetched. As Paul 
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around the country and the world, and despite his other amorous 
Essie was his rock —anil even with lapses in communica- 
shc was never too far out of reach. Yes. there were others in whom 
d and to whom he pledged his affection, but Essie was the 
iy supporter, adviser, confidante, and ally without whom he could 
live. And the tender attraction they once shared w r as not altogether 
ed. Paul had written to Essie from the road, calling her his 
g Sweet." in 194?, indicating that he missed her “terribly" and 
ing, “Lots of love. Write me — Love me—Hug me often. I adore 
Love you. Paul.” 67 A month later, she wrote to him, "I love you, 
Robeson." and signed her letter, “love and kisses." 68 

tever Essie’s hopes were when she showed up in Chicago in 
1945, the situation was more complicated than she realised. It is 
that Boh Rockmore, Paul's lawyer and financial adviser, in- 
Essie to come to town for fear there might be a scene if two of 
other women Paul was seeing romantically—Uta Hagen and Freda 
nd—were there at the same time. In this view, Bob thought that 
s presence, as Paul’s w ife, would thwart any open conflict between 
two mistresses. Regardless of others’ motivations. Essie was hurt by 
reception she received. Paul was friendly to Essie but he was sur- 
by a coterie of other actors and admirers (although Freda Dia- 
as it turns out, did not show up). When Essie later expressed 
unhappiness to Paul, she did so by focusing on rather impersonal 
: her shabby hotel accommodations at the Sherman Hotel (in 
st to Paul’s and the Rockmores’ more luxurious accommodations 
her hotel), and the dismay of hotel workers when they realized 
Paul’s “negro wife’’ was being so poorly treated. While Paul had 
actually made the hotel arrangements, he had not taken care of 
properly, to her mind. She considered the whole situation an “in- 
felt." and declared that if they were to travel in tandem in the future, 
ifec would make her own arrangements. 6 * It seems likely that her out¬ 
age about her hotel room had much more to do with feeling romanti- 
c*lly spurned by her husband than anything else. 

Essie's anger eventually passed. She continued with her work and 
1 . and she was by Paul’s side just six months later when he received 
the NAACP the prestigious Spingarn Medal for outstanding 
nt. For his part, Paul continued to support Essie as 3 writer 
to encourage her career aspirations. He was especially proud of the 
tion of African Journey, of w hich he had read several drafts. On 
“big day, the day of publication." she sent him a letter filled with 
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“love and gratitude. - and soon afterward he called her from the road to 
relay his excitement at seeing a copy in a bookstore. 70 Paul and Essie 
still shared deep emotional attachments. Their relationship was never 
perfect and their friendship never without tensions, but in the end they 
took pride in one another’s success, and shared many of the same values 
and political views. 

After their return to the United States in 1939, Essie, always inde¬ 
pendent and outspoken, found her voice and her calling in a new way. 
She traveled. She wrote. She earned her own reputation, her own acco¬ 
lades, and even her own critics. The Beeches provided her w ith a wel¬ 
come retreat, a beautiful haven where she could close herself olT from 
the world when she chose to in order to think and work. At the same 
time, through her writing, relationships, research, advocacy, and travel, 
she was more immersed in the world than ever before —and on her own 
terms. 
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INTO THE CONGO, 1946 


Africa it m revolution. 

Kslanda Ki.lnvon 

1946, it had been more than a decade since Essie had first traveled to 
lharan Africa, and she was itching to return. Incredible changes 
sweeping the continent, and she felt she would be able to speak 
write with greater authority if she could see these happenings for 
•If and once again talk with African people on African soil. In 
t. because of her increased work in the Council on African Affairs, 
well as her lectures on Africa all over the country, Essie decided 
it was essential that she get a firsthand view of these new dcvel- 
its. T hrough her various professional and personal contacts, she 
lged to spend five months in Central Africa, in both the French- 
Belgian-controlled areas of the Congo. She would keep a detailed 
lal to aid in the drafting of articles and lectures upon her return, 
also intended to collect, for possible publication, anthropological 
ethnographic data about African perceptions and experiences of 
lialism. 

spite her determination, it initially seemed as though the trip 
Id simply be too costly and too complicated. Essie did not want to 
rely on Paul for the money, especially if that meant negotiating w ith the 
he had taken on as his financial manager. Bob Rockmore, whom 
did not like. So she first approached her Delta sorority sisters with 
1 promise to do a lecture series u[>on her return if they would subsidize 
the trip. Although supportive of her work, they declined. 1 Her next re- 
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quest for funding, to friends in the Black press, was also denied. In the 
end, then, she turned to Paul for some of the funding she needed, and 
he agreed. Minimizing costs where she could, and drawing from her 
royalties from African Journey, Essie, undeterred, finally managed to 
get her ticket and secure a rough itinerary. She was on her way. 

Essie left her home in Enfield, Connecticut, on May 22, 1946. She 
took a 7:31 a.m. train to N’ew York City, then checked luggage at the air 
terminal on 42nd Street in Manhattan, lunched with her friend Clara 
Rockmore, and dined with Paul at the Cafe Society uptown. Paul ac¬ 
companied her back to the air terminal, where they said their goodbyes 
and she boarded the shuttle bus bound for La Guardia Airport. Essie 
and forty-three other passengers took off from La Guardia at 9:00 p.m. 
It had been a long dav, and as she sealed into her seat, she was ex¬ 
hausted. The plane stopped in Newfoundland; crossed the Atlantic; re¬ 
fueled in Portugal. Senegal, and Liberia; and finally landed in Leopold¬ 
ville, Conga-’ 

Essie marveled at how much travel had changed in the decade since 
sheVI last been to Africa. “My first trip to Africa was in 1936," she wrote, 
and “it took 21 days by ship. This trip to Africa, from New York, to 
Leopoldville, Belgian Congo, took 34 flying hours." For Essie, the jour¬ 
ney itself—with all its ups and downs and detours—was an important 
and enriching part of her experience. She paused to notice people and 
scenes along the way, and made detailed notes about them in her jour¬ 
nal. She noticed, for example, the type of aircraft she boarded, her fel¬ 
low passengers, and the vast landscape and seascape beneath her as she 
moved between continents. She took in "the lights of New York . . . 
so lovely in the twilight" and a “huge iceberg in the sea" off the coast 
of Newfoundland, “a great clumsy white block, gently heaving" in the 
water. Her first aerial view of Africa showed a “dull brown country," but 
that soon that gave way to views of “a dark heavy tropical green.”* 

At the very outset of this trip Essie w as reminded of the complex cul¬ 
tural and social dynamics surrounding her rather unique racial and class 
profile. Because of her husband's celebrity and her class, she was allowed 
access into areas of w hite society w here ordinary Black people simply 
could not go. The lightness of her skin sometimes further cushioned her 
from the crudest forms of racial discrimination. At first glance, and in 
an international context, Essie might have easily been mistaken for an 
Italian. Greek, or Spaniard, rather than an American Negro. Essie navi¬ 
gated this space w ith awareness, angst, and conscientious care. During 
her layover in Liberia, for example, she and the other passengers ate 
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dinner in a U.S. military officers' mess hall. She felt sorry for some of 
the young white soldiers who looked lost and lonely so far from home. 
She contemplated whether she should intervene and offer to organize 
some recreational activities, but decided against it. In her words: “I 
is hog-tied by the fact that this was definitely a white [her empha- 
h] American base, and complications might arise if I. a Negro, vol- 
:cred to help. . . . That would be socializing, and probably ver- 
en. 1 would also [have] been very glad indeed to have talked with 
e of the few' Africans I saw around the base, but they were all defi- 
ly servants, obviously removed from all white contact, except to 
serve them. I was afraid if I were to try to talk w ith them it would cre¬ 
ate a dilemma for the white officer who was our host, for the other pas- 
ers all of whom were white, and for the Pan American crew, all of 
om had been charming to me." 4 As if to qualify these statements, she 
then wrote, “Personally, I don’t mind a dilemma, if it’s for something 
ortant; but I was mindful of the fact that I still had a lot of journey 
tO make with these folks, and that I might Ik* returning home by way 
this same base."' She had to choose her battles, so she swallowed her 
ulse to intervene. 

| Essie’s dilemma at the military base was one thing, but she knew 
when she entered the Congo that she was entering a different kind of 
field. 'Hie fight to impose, and later to defeat, European colo- 
ism in the Congo region had been a bitter and bloody one. The 
•ench and the Belgians had argued over control and borders, but the 
iggle on the ground to subdue and exploit both the land and the 
people had a shockingly violent history. The only colony of the tiny 
nation of Belgium, Congo had been conquered in the late i8o«>s by the 
ruthless King Leopold II. Historian Adam Hochschild explains that 
in search of mineral wealth and to extract the country's valuable rub¬ 
ber resources, Leopold authorized the killing of millions of Congolese: 
some were worked or starved to death, while those who resisted were 


tortured, A The Congo w as also the setting for Joseph Conrad’s Victo¬ 
rian novel The Heart of Darkness, which not only reflected the racism 
and Eurocentrism of its time, hut also depicted Congo as a place where 
untold atrocities occurred. During the 1940s. however. African resis¬ 
tance was building: there were abundant peasant uprisings, urban riots, 
and labor strikes both during and immediately after the war. 7 Essie must 
have known much of this history w hen she arrived, in part from a CAA 
newsletter that had covered extensively the situation in Congo. 8 What¬ 
ever research she had done beforehand, she arrived with many unan- 
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swered questions, eager to see what she could learn from observing the 
culture, landscape, and people of Congo. 

It is unclear what Essie's original plan for lodging had been for when 
she arrived in Leopoldville, but one of the other passengers on her 
plane, Gray Russell, a fellow alumnus of the Hartford Seminary, in¬ 
vited her to stay at the Union Mission House when they arrived, and she 
agreed. She stayed there several days and dined, debated, and attended 
church services with her new missionary friends. 0 Essie liked Russell. 
He reminded her of her favorite professor at Hartford, Dr. Newell 
Booth; both were learned and humble men, sure of their beliefs but 
eager to hear what others had to say. Still the whole idea of missionary 
work, of saving the heathen souls of Africa, rubbed Essie the wrong 
way. Through her travels and studies at Hanford, she had met many 
missionaries who were ol a different mold: tolerant, open, and respect¬ 
ful of the cultures and people they worked with in faraway places. 10 
On this trip, unfortunately, she also met the more conservative kind of 
missionary: judgmental, sin-obsessed, and self-righteous. Essie wrote 
that two young women from the Moody Bible College in Chicago were 
“psalm-singing, Biblc-rcading, tight-lipped folks, full of all kinds of 
suppressions and repressions, all very sure they have been called by the 
Lord to do this work."" Essie encountered white people who were in 
Africa for many different reasons, and who harbored a wide range of 
attitudes and motives. 

During her stay at Union Mission House. Essie also had some inter¬ 
esting encounters with Black Congolese who worked on the grounds. 
On her second day there, as Essie sat on the balcony of her room look¬ 
ing at the river and writing in her journal, a young African woman 
knocked on the door of her room. Essie described the encounter this 
way: "She could speak neither English nor French, but she made me 
understand that she. a Congolese, was welcoming me to the Congo. She 
was short, stocky, very pleasant, very black with smooth well-groomed 
skin, and a lovely smile. V'ery dignified. 1 showed her Paul's and Pauli’s 
pictures, and she was most interested. She was immaculate in white." 
Essie delighted in the fact that, even though she was enjoying the privi¬ 
leges afforded almost exclusively to whites, this woman hail recognized 
a kinship with her as an American Negro and w anted to make her feel 
welcome in Congo. 12 

Essie also had the opportunity to interview Samuel Lutete, the facili¬ 
ties manager for Union Mission House. Quiet, bespectacled, and a very 
reserved man. Lutete lived in a small one-room house at the back of 
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mission with his wife, Lini. While most of the white guests likely 
Lutete as just another sen-ant. Essie saw him and the other Afri- 
she met there as individuals with stories to tell and wisdom to 
She found Lutete "intelligent" and “charming," and she was curi- 
to know about his background. The son of a carpenter and one of 
siblings, Lutete was from the Banza Manteke village near Matadi 
was a member of the Bakongo ethnic group. His father had worked 
European missionaries and big game hunters and had learned from 
how to speak English. Lutete himself, forty-seven-years old. had 
schooled by missionaries and spoke English. French, Portuguese, 
several indigenous African languages. Although reticent at first, 
Lutete trusted Essie he did not hesitate to share his views and 
openly. At one point, she recounted to him an unpleasant experi- 
she had had in the local post office, where whites had been served 
Africans served last, and she had been sandw iched in the middle — 
y ambiguous in the hierarchy. “Oh yes," Lutete exploded, "alw ays 
white man first. No matter when he arrives, no matter how many 
ns, always all white men first!" The way Congolese were treated 
the Belgians and French, Lutete said, was like “when you sec a 
trying to grow, you keep cutting it off. so it can never grow. That 
nt you saw today is some of the cutting otf. Always thev cut us 

Essie placed a lot of confidence in the stories and experiences that 
tc shared with her. She explained her research to him and asked 
to convene a meeting of local men so that she could interview them 
a group. The men. all from Angola, met at Lutete's little house and 
ie talked w ith them about their experiences and the life and condi- 
they had observed in the Congo. They explained about the mi- 
t labor system in the region, unfair taxes, and exploitation. The 
also described how workers were being coerced into long contracts 
work on plantations and in fisheries, and how women and children 
forced to do roadwork. Others sold produce to the colonials, but 
lieu of payment they were given redeemable slips of paper for items 
y could only purchase in the store owned by those colonials. 14 The 
ies they told closely resembled tales of the debt peonage that Black 
pic had faced as the sharecropping system emerged in the post- 
urn American South. 

It was not every day that the Congolese in Leopoldville encountered 
American Negro woman. Essie quickly became a source of local fas- 
tion. Soon she found herself receiving a steady stream of local visi- 
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tors: “Africans come to see me, to tell me about themselves and ask me 
about the American Negro.*' There was also a feature on Essie in the 
local paper that heightened her visibility. “We would talk until dark,” 
she recalled fondly, “We talked in English and French and Lingalla [one 
of the local African languages, also spelled Lingala], and always some¬ 
one present would interpret, and someone else would confirm or cor¬ 
rect the interpretation " Essie remembered her visitors' great emphasis 
on the importance of education, vast curiosity about the larger world, 
and lack of bitterness. 1 ' 

Essie was eager to see all sides of the city. One day. at her request, she 
was given a tour by the mayor of Leopoldville, a man named Brumagne. 
During the tour she inquired about the women, not the elite women 
or the educated ones, but the women at the bottom of the social and 
economic hierarchy. In response, she was told about rampant, but in 
the words of her host, “necessary" prostitution in the city, presumably 
to service Black male migrant workers whose families were still in the 
rural areas. This gave Essie yet another angle on life in colonial Cen¬ 
tral Africa. 16 There is no indication that Essie actually met or conversed 
with the local sex workers, but her inquiry reflects the kind of class and 
gentler issues that were very much on her mind in 1946. 

Essie was taking everything in with her eyes w ide open, but British 
Intelligence had its eyes on her as well. Even though she was techni¬ 
cally a "guest" of French and Belgian colonial officials who had perhaps 
reluctantly authorized her visit, it was clear to everyone that Essie's 
loyalties were with the African masses. The British were fearful that she 
would migrate from Congo to the British-controlled colonies nearby, 
or perhaps come back to London w ith tales that would further inflame 
the demands of her African friends and colleagues living in Britain. In 
a memo in the files of the MI5, the British internal security agency, we 
can see that Essie's presence in Congo was viewed as a threat to colo¬ 
nial authority. 'Hie agent on the ground reported to British officials 
with great alarm: “Mrs. Robeson is at present in Leopoldville and her 
remarks leave no doubt about her very advanced Leftist opinions and her 
determination to champion the negro cause at all costs. Her indiscre¬ 
tions have been numerous; her crowning one was the suggestion that 
the native in the Congo would only get a square deal when he was gov¬ 
erned bv one of his own kin! What Mrs. Robeson's intentions are after 
she has finished her researches in French Equatorial Africa 1 do not 
know, but I have heard it rumoured that she wants to go to our West 
African Colonies. I realise it may be impolite to stop her formally but I 
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'-bought you might like to know that she is, in my opinion, potentially 
dangerous customer and there is no doubt about the fact that she is, 
ologically at least, advance Left in her views." 17 
This intelligence report is telling on several levels. First of all, it is 
-ust one of the declassified government documents that reveal the ex¬ 
tent of the surveillance that both of the Robesons were under as they 
~ved around the world. The MIj file contains conununications w ith 
only the FBI in the United States, but with Jamaican, Trinidadian, 
and Gold Coast intelligence agencies as well. There was a real fear by 
British and American authorities in particular that Black anti-colonial 
ivists and writers like Essie were going to have a tangible influence 
African independence movements. In 1946 they saw this as a threat, 
cond, the document illustrates that Essie was seen as a force in her 
own right by those on the other side of the anti-colonial struggle. She 
wtjs viewed by British agents not as an appendage or extension of Paul 
but as a “dangerous customer" on her own. 

After a few days in Leopoldville, Essie went into town to get her 
ch Equatorial Africa (Afrique equtorialc fran^aise or AEF) visa 
m the French consulate and make arrangements to travel from Leo- 
ville in Belgian Congo to Brazzaville in French Congo. Once in 
ville, Essie decided to go beyond the environs of the colonial 
ettv and see the landscape that lay beyond its borders. The result was 
ndering six-day trip along the mighty Congo River on a wood- 
ning steamer, a journey that she documented in great detail. “One 
(to really see the Congo," she wrote, is to “ply the Congo-Lualaba- 
angi-Kasai River network," a three-thousand-mile waterway that 
es through Central Africa. 1 * “The Congo River bed is very treach¬ 
erous and dangerous, always shifting and changing_so that the boats 

travel slowly and cautiously by daylight and tie up at the river bank at 
dark." Essie wrote.** 

The full moon and roaring currents made her think about the cen¬ 
turies of history that flowed along those riverbanks. “Every mile of the 
Congo is different." she observed. “The jungle, the high grasses, the vil¬ 
lages, the canoes; the soil on the banks now red. now brown, now light 
day colored; the water now shallow and very clear, now deep and very 
dark, now smooth and white, now swirling with the powerful currents” 70 
The captain ot Essie’s steamer, a medium-sized boat called the Baron 
Jacques, was William St.John Straw, a Black Jamaican with a reputation 
for being one of the most skilled boatmen on the river. Essie befriended 
hun immediately. She also noticed the various sleeping accommoda- 
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tions tor the people on hoard: “The enclosed Captain's quarters and the 
wheel-house were on the spacious top deck. On the lower deck, which 
was open, were the freight, the livestock, and the many African and 
some Asian passengers, many of them local and traveling from village 
to village." There were only three sleeping cabins on the top deck, “the 
European deck." and although Essie, in her words, “definitely could 
not ‘pass,' [for white] especially w ith my hair in that steamy heat,” she 
had been able to secure a reservation in one of the European cabins. 
There was, however, some confusion w ith a fellow passenger who had 
apparently booked the same cabin, and Essie ended up sharing quarters 
with another woman, a European. She nude the best of it, recogniz¬ 
ing that even without total privacy, she was better oft than the Africans 
on the lower decks. The conditions were harsh, even in the steamer’s 
equivalent of first class. Essie did w ithout many of the comforts she was 
accustomed to and, out of necessity, traveled light. She endured “the 
steaming heat, the heavy air, the mosquitoes, moths, flies and ants,” with 
relatively little complaint. 21 The rainy season had just begun, "which 
means heat and serious rains daily." 22 

'Hie other passengers on the top deck included a European family 
with six children (missionaries most likely) and a Catholic nun. As 
always, Africans got the worst accommodations. Not only were they 
relegated to the lower open deck of the boat along with the cargo and 
livestock, but they also had to do some of the most dangerous work. 
“Every time the boat prepared to tie up at the bank," Essie observed, 
“two Africans carrying heavy ropes made of twisted steel wires would 
leap into the water from the front lower deck and swim to shore, where 
they would climb the bank and secure these ropes around a big tree." 
Essie worried about the men because “the river swarms with croco¬ 
diles." 2 ’ Thankfully, the commotion from the boat usually sent the 
crocodiles scurrying, giving the men a small window of opportunity to 
secure the boat and get out of harm's way. The boat trip ultimately took 
Essie to Kasai, one of the centers of diamond mining and a conflict- 
ridden area that would ultimately, although only briefly, secede from 
Congo in the 1960s. 24 Before she left the area. Essie took a tour of the 
Kipushi Mines. After descending twenty-five series of ladders that took 
her deep under the earth, she got a sense of the danger the miners faced 
every day, as well as the uncertainty and dark isolation that were a rou¬ 
tine part of the job. 2 ' 

Essie’s river excursion was just one small pan of her Congolese ex¬ 
perience. One of her main reasons for going w as to meet w ith and inter- 
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a variety of people living and working there, especially die dis- 
ts, agitators, and African intellectuals working for reforms and 
within the colonial structure itself. One inspiring and alluring 
actor whom Essie met on this trip was Gabriel d'Arboussier, “a 
charming Deputy [Communist] from French Soudan " At the time, 
had just been elected to the French National Assembly and would 
on to have a distinguished career in Francophone politics and serve 
an official at the United Nations. 26 He was a “coffee-colored” man 
fine features,” a so-called metis, someone of mixed French and 
n ancestry. He dismissed this term, however, as well as the labels 
u£e” and “elite,” which referred to the same population, as prod- 
of the divisive caste system within the French Union. 2 ' D’Arbous- 
«er was the child of a white French father and an African mother who 
ixd when he was quite young. I le was raised lovingly by his father and 
a » hire stepmother. The story of a Black man being raised by white par¬ 
ents in the heart of Africa w as utterly fascinating to Essie. They initially 
over lunch, but there w as not enough time for Essie to ask all of her 
ns, so she asked for more time. They developed a warm rapport, 
and apparently alternated between French and English in their conver- 
Essie spent several more days with d’Arbousaer. 2 * He carved 
a significant block of time to meet w ith her and sent a government 
to transport her to their second meeting, at which she interviewed 
at an inn in the countryside outside Brazzaville. 29 
One issue they discussed at length w as the new colonial policies being 
by the French, including a new set of citizenship laws that 
due to go into effect on June 1.1946. D'Arboussier supported these 
s, which promised to abolish distinctions between colonial sub- 
and French citizens. All French colonies would become pan of the 
h Union, and all colonial subjects would eventually become en- 
hised citizens. Even though some of the details had not yet been 
out, d'Arboussier was hopeful. Essie was more skeptical about 
r such a plan could work, given her knowledge of the U.S. Negro 
nee. but she kept silent. “One must not be too cynical, and one 
n always hope for the best, so I said nothing." she later wrote.* 0 
At their third meeting, on June 13, d’Arboussier sat with Essie and 
d her plan out the rest of her itinerary in French Equatorial Africa, 
now they had become friends and Essie was quite comfortable with 
young deputy, whom she found charming with a “great sense of 
Even though they had some differing views, Essie and d'Ar- 
ier clearly had a strong intellectual and personal rapport. But at 
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least on Essie’s pan there were other attractions as well, and in her es¬ 
timation, the feelings were mutual. Once she arrived at her first stop 
after traveling to the interior, she sent off a slew of pro forma letters to 
friends and family from her new outpost, then sat down to write a very 
intimate letter to her old friend Bess Rockmore (Bobby's first wife). In 
that letter, Essie confided: “I’ve met a man w ho is proving really com¬ 
panionable, besides being enormously attractive and right for me." She 
w as excited about the prospect of a relationship and was thinking ahead 
to where that relationship might lead, but cautious at the same time. 
“He is tramping [flirting aggressively] heavily, and doesn’t care about 
the implications, but I can’t afford to, at the moment" she explained to 
Bess." 

It is unclear from Essie’s letter whether the relationship was sexual 
or simply flirtatious (it seems to have been the latter), but it certainly 
indicates that at age fifty she was still open to and perhaps looking for 
romance and greater intimacy than Paul was prepared to provide. She 
goes on later in the letter to Bess, “The man I mentioned earlier in this 
letter has sent word ahead of me everywhere that 1 am to be slammed 
into hospital and kept there at the very first symptom of any illness 
or weariness and they have orders not to release me until he can ar¬ 
rive by plane and check!” She relished the doting attention she was re¬ 
ceiving from her new friend, in contrast to Paul, w ho according to Essie 
had not checked on her since her departure. Ultimately the relation¬ 
ship with d'Arboussier. twelve years her junior, did not last, but Essie 
enjoyed imagining the possibility, albeit briefly.” For the most part, 
Essie and Paul's open marriage meant more romantic encounters for 
him than for her. But it seems that Essie was not shy to give opportuni¬ 
ties serious consideration when they did present themselves. 

The young and handsome Gabriel d’Arboussier was not the only 
man in Central Africa in w hom Essie w as interested. One of the goals 
of her trip to the Congo was to learn more about the curious and enig¬ 
matic colonial figure Fdix Ebou£, a French Guianan who was one of the 
first Black colonial officials to preside over a French territory.*’ Essie 
had not met Eboue before his death in 1944. but she knew of his reputa¬ 
tion and had read accounts of his unusual career. The Council on Atri- 
can Affairs had written a favorable profile of him after his death. Essie 
had also heard some firsthand stories about Eboue from a young French 
archaeologist named Byron de Prorok, whom she had met in the sum¬ 
mer of 1945 w ^ cn l hey vrere both guest lecturers at Chautauqua, New 
York. De Prorok had known Eboue in Paris in the 1930s, and strongly 
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ged Essie to pursue further research on him. De Prorok was 
a character himself, having traveled throughout Africa doing ar- 
ogical research, then allegedly fighting alongside the Ethiopian 
during the Italian invasion in 1935. 34 
Eboue was bom in French Guiana in 1884 and educated in France. 
t rose up the ranks of the colonial bureaucracy and became an ad- 
rator in Chad during World War II. lie led the colonial forces 
Chad to break with the fascist Vichy government and side w ith the 
French forces of General Charles dc Gaulle. In 1936 he had served 
the first Black governor of a French colony (Guadalupe). He later 
appointed to another post in French Equatorial Africa. During his 
, Ebout? promoted a number of policies to expand the rights of 
h colonial subjects. But he was also part of the colonial infrastruc- 
so overall his actions and his legacy were controversial among left- 
anti-colonial activists. 

D'Arboussicr was still a student in Dakar. Senegal, and quite the 
g militant, when £boue issued his famous policy paper “Circu- 
on Native Policy" in 1943. The paper called for African inclusion 
French politics and culture, but stressed the importance of preserv- 
indigenous African customs and cultures and making sure progress 
consistent with those cultures and customs. When d’Arboussicr 
read the circulairc as a Marxist intellectual and organizer of the 
blement Democratique Africain (African Democratic Group), 
felt that Eboue was far too conservative, emphasizing culture over 
We recognized anil saluted as very interesting and important, 
*s idea of making the African conscious of his own civilization 
culture; this is very necessary for his development, but it is insuf- 
t." d'Arboussicr told Essie. 36 This comment tempered her rosy 
»tew of Eboue, further complicated her assessment of d'Arboussicr, 
made her think long and hard about the challenges and dilemmas 
facing Africa. While Essie would later gravitate to the revolutionary 
ge of independence-minded Africans, she realized, especially in 
French territories, that there was a strong voice for reform and 
usion coming from Africans themselves, especially those who had 
n educated in France and enjoyed some degree of power and privi¬ 
lege under the French colonial regime. There were certainly parallels to 
struggle between reformers and revolutionaries in the US. context 
well. D’Arboussier would go on to play an important role in Franco- 
African politics and on the international stage. 37 
As she thought more deeply about Africa’s history and its future, 
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Essie again took a special interest in the role of women, interviewing a 
number of women from different racial, ethnic, and class backgrounds 
during her time in the Congo. One of the most in-depth interviews she 
conducted was w ith a “metis" woman named Jeanne Vialle. A Marxist 
and ardent feminist, Vialle had married and divorced a wealthy French¬ 
man and had returned to the Congo to build an independent life for 
herself. Malle had been “born in a Congo mud hut,” but was sent to 
school in France. 1 ler mother was from Gabon and her father w f as a 
French businessman.* 8 During the German occupation of France in 
World W ar 11 , Vialle was a pan of the underground French resistance. 
She was discovered and held by the Germans for a year as a prisoner 
of war. Once she returned to the Congo, she was elected to represent 
the Ubangi-Shari region of the French-dominated Congo in the colo¬ 
nial assembly.* 9 Vialle worked as a journalist and later helped to form a 
Paris-based organization that advocated for women’s rights in France 
and the French colonies. 

The manifesto of Vialle's organization, the Association des Femmes 
de I’Union Fran^aise outre-mer et m^tropole, began, “YVe call upon 
all women of the French Union, the W'cst Indies. North Africa, Black 
Africa. Madagascar, Indo-China, and all the overseas territories, who 
for six long years were separated from the metropolis and who suffered 
from the racist methods of the Vichy regime, to unite.” 40 The group's 
objective was “to obtain for all women of the French Union the possi¬ 
bility to live in the dignity required by the human condition, upon the 
plane of complete equality, w hich is conferred by our rights of citi¬ 
zenship “ 4I Essie and Y'ialle spent two days interviewing one another 
about their lives and talking about Africa and politics. Vialle was ani¬ 
mated and passionate about the issue of women's rights, w hich was be¬ 
coming a focus for Essie as well. 42 Still Vialle was talking about Africa’s 
future w ithin the context of a French structure. She was proposing that 
women demand French rights rather than African independence. Essie 
listened intently but skeptically. She enjoyed her intellectual conversa¬ 
tions with the cosmopolitan Ms. Y'ialle, but she was eager to go deeper 
into the interior of the colony, especially because she hoped to w rite an 
article on labor conditions in Africa. Essie thus also spent some time in 
Elisabcthville, where she visited w ith friends, and conducted informal 
interviews w ith the Congolese workers she met. 

Before going further afield, Essie went back to Leopoldville to at¬ 
tend, as a journalist, a big conference of missionaries being held there. 
The Black American “race leader" Charming Tobias spoke, as did her 
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:ssor3t Hartford Seminary, Newell Booth. She liked Booth and en- 
the chance to spend some time with him and his wife. The Booths 
living in Congo when Essie arrived and she stayed with them in 
thville for several days. As for the missionary gathering itself, 
sie was thoroughly disgusted by it. Despite good talks by Tobias and 
l, Essie essentially found the whole affair offensive and a waste of 
*, because she thought it reflected “the old paternalism" that had 
tted missionary work in Africa for generations. “Almost all the 
was taken up with what the white folks thought about this or that — 
little about what the Africans thought,” she complained. 41 
fed up with the missionaries, Essie continued on her itinerary, de- 
lined in part to retrace the steps of Fdlix Eboue during his unique 
.*r in French Central Africa. Before continuing on her ambitious 
iry, Essie took time out to dispatch a few letters, including one 
Paul requesting additional funds to carry her through the rest of the 
tnp. She was trying to keep her expenses to a minimum but everything 
expensive. 44 Her next stop was the League of Nations' mandated 
of Ruanda-Urundi (later Rwanda and Burundi). She took a small 
plane to the administrative center of Usumbura and checked into 
Paguidas I lotcl on August H. 1946 — on crutches. The day before she 
Elisabethville, she hail twisted her ankle while walking on a cobble- 
street. 

An injured ankle was not enough to slow Essie down. She had been 
by her French colleagues that the area was rugged and off the 
»ten path, but she found it absolutely magical. “This place Is divine." 
wrote a friend, describing how from the balcony of her hotel 
room she could see bush tires igniting in the distance. 4 ’ While in Usum- 
she conducted still more interviews, this time with w hile colonial 
rials as well as local Blacks. She also v isited a military camp, a coffee 
1, and a hospital along the way. “The trip [outside of Usumbura) 
was rugged but fascinating," Essie wrote in her journal. She traveled in 
a Studebaker car w ith a local colonial official escorting her. “There are 
: villages in Urundi," Essie observed: “people live in scattered groups 
ail over the mountains and hills, in groupings too small to be consid¬ 
ered villages." She and her escort moved onw ard to Astrida past Helds 
of banana groves. She later reports that she “arrived at Kisnengo [Kin- 
senyi] at the Bugoyi Guest house with each room as a separate dwell¬ 
ing-round hut with thatched roof." Essie met with local chiefs, ordi¬ 
nary folks, and European othcials and clerks. 4 * L'pon her arrival she 
found herself stricken with dysentery, a condition that plagued her re- 
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peatedly during her travels, along with other ailments. Ruggedly deter¬ 
mined to persevere, she recovered enough within a few days to begin 
her research interviews as planned. 47 

One of her interviewees in the region was Mr. Kapenda Tshombe 
(she does not use his full name, Moise Kapenda Tshombe), whom she 
described as "tall, dark, slim with a certain quiet elegance and dignity 
ol manner and carriage, soft courteous voice, charming manner." Born 
in Musumba in Belgian Congo near the border of a colonial Portuguese 
area, he was one ot eleven children from a poor family who started 
his own business under adverse conditions and managed to trudge his 
way up the economic ladder step by step. Essie seemed impressed with 
Tshombe's success but understood that he was the exception and not 
the rule. 48 Essie did not know at the time that Tshombe would become 
a pivotal, and much reviled, figure in the bloody drama that would sur¬ 
round the Congolese independence struggle a decade and a half later. 
More of a businessman than a freedom fighter, Tshombe, with the back¬ 
ing of Belgian mining interests and Belgian troops, in i960 led a mili¬ 
tary campaign in Katanga province to secede from the newly indepen¬ 
dent Conga He was later implicated in the torture and assassination 
of Congolese leader Patrice Lumumba, whom Essie admired and sup¬ 
ported. 49 But in 1946 neither Essie nor Tshombe knew the political 
struggles and realignments that lay ahead. Her interview with him was 
personal and rather benign. 

Another interviewee, one with whom Essie spent quite a bit of time, 
was Mr. E. Toussaint, a white colonial administrator based in Elisabcth- 
ville who was the “native personnel chief." Essie walked a line line in her 
dealings with white colonials. On the one hand, she had been given per¬ 
mission to do her research in areas under their control, and they were, 
for the most part, politely assisting her. On the other hand, she was a 
critic of the racist power they wielded and the structures they held in 
place. She was diplomatic and discreet when she had to be. But she often 
found ways to challenge and criticize local white authorities, even if she 
was their guest. After Essie's interview with Mr. Touissaint. she wrote 
him a long, subtly critical letter that read: “I found in my notes that one 
of the wonderful questions you asked your headmen was what is the dif¬ 
ference between a boy and a workman? 1 don't think the answer to that 
one is included in the summary you gave me and I'd simply love to have 
it. And finally ... I am still thinking very critically of the eight-hour 
stretch the workmen do without the usual hour otf for lunch, as work¬ 
men in other countries always have. ... You will all be faced with this 
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*stion when the international labor board comes out, as I am very 
e m»i they will question this system." 50 
From Usumbura, Essie made her way to Tchad (Chad) where she 
ned to do still more research on Eboue. Each phase of her journey 
ed more precarious. By this time she was traveling on very tiny 
s and very bad roads. Several times along the way she had to leave 
age behind because there was no room or the cost was prohibitive 
the once-a-week flight into, or out of, some small, remote location, 
ring her one week in Tchad, she interviewed a few people, and visited 
house where Eboul had lived when he was there. She returned to 
jpoldville on July 14. 

For most of the trip Essie traveled w ith her trusty little typewriter, 
gift given to Paul Jr. bv Freda Diamond that Essie had appropriated 
rhen Paul Jr. went off to college. But w hen she ventured into Tchad she 
• is forced to leave it behind temporarily because of weight limits on 
• tiny aircraft. Between Tchad and Leopoldville. Essie stopped in a 
es of small tow ns, villages, and colonial outposts. Once she returned 
.eopoldville, she typed up a batch of letters bulging w ith details of 
experiences. One letter was addressed to Bobby Rockinorc, who 
e thought would be efficient w ith group communications. She asked 
he distribute it to her close circle of friends and family. The letter 
ires eloquently both the arduousness of the trip and the stimulation 
excitement Essie felt about l»cing there. She writes: 


I have just returned from a very strenuous trek up country, 
and Boy was it tough going. The French around here told me 
the trip would be “ires dure." and when these colonials say 
hard trip they really mean hard. But very hard. I went by car, 
de luxe Dodge 7 passenger fluid drive, from here on Tuesday. 
June 25th, in the morning, early. I went along with a young 
administrateur and his wife and baby, and our luggage, we 
have a schedule, but none of it worked out. Instead of sleep¬ 
ing at Grimari, and at Kembe, as our schedule indicated, we 
had a breakdown, carburetor trouble, and had to sleep at Ft. 
Sibut, the middle of tsetse fly area. . . . The country was 
beautiful and very fascinating, the weather was terrific, hot 
and very very heavy, and everything I ate disagreed with me. 
But Me Lemmerier [the administrator’s wife] had a similar 
stomach, so I didn't feel too self-conscious. Everyw here we 
went people were marvelous, had everything ready to show 
me, and tell me, about Eboue. and I got so much material 
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that I was thrilled. But the rains had already begun and we 
never knew whether the roads would be washed out or not, 
and it was a bit nerve wracking. 'I~he night after we arrived 
at Bangassou there was 3 real tornado, which was something. 
Nearly ever)* administrator's house where 1 found myself 

was a house which Eboue had built. It was quite exciting_ 

At Bangassou, which was one of his main posts, I stayed from 
Thursday to Monday, July ist. gathering material and taking 
pictures. I set out Monday morning, early, alone in my mag¬ 
nificent but temperamental Dodge [presumably with her 
driver] . . . and made for Bambari. ... I slept the night at 
Bambari, saw lots of folks, got lots of material, and took 
lots of pictures. Next day made for Bangui, and after lots of 
trouble, made it finally, on Wednesday night late, July 3rd. 

I took bed, mosquito netting, food, etc. and rum along with 
me, used the l>ed and net once, drank all the rum, and didn't 
use the food at all. They fed me everywhere. It was a won¬ 
derful experience, right into the bush, through forests, tsetse 
country, leper country, and savanna country, crossing rivers 
by pontoon ferry, crossing bridges that looked precarious to 
say the least, everyone flashing torches all around the rooms 
and under beds before letting me in, to check for serpents, 
and barring doors and windows heavily against leopards, 
which they call lcc-o-pards. or panthers, and which are now- 
roaming the countryside, coming to kitchens and stealing 
chickens, etc. I said I had fear and they said oh they won’t 
touch you, they'll run if they see you, they will only attack 
if you threaten them. 1 said maybe we might come across 
one which didn’t know the rules. They are very casual about 
it, and everyone proudly showed me the skins of the lee-o- 
pards they had just shot. Huge things. Whew. Well, I'm back 
in one piece, so that’s OK.... leave tomorrow- morning for 
Fort Lamy in Tchad. 51 

The conditions Essie encountered were not easy. She had to wash 
her hair with kerosene and suffered a sw^rm of flying mice that invaded 
her bedroom one night. Nevertheless she kept a positive attitude and 
was thrilled to be there. She had met “scads of interesting people,” felt 
intellectually and physically challenged and emotionally buoyed by the 
w'hole experience, and was even beginning to map out a possible career 
path that would allow her to be based in Africa for an extended period 


174 


INTO THE CONGO 


bee. 


time. 52 She was unable to use a phone, obtain a newspaper, or even 
re mail on a regular basis, however, and admitted that it felt “odd 
isolated for so long." She was also disappointed that she had not 
a single letter from Paul. Still, the trip had a powerful impact 

her. 55 

It is possible to chart Essie’s movements as she traveled around the 
. It is more difficult to map her thinking as it evolved. Her public 
are a partial guide, her letters and diaries add even more in- 
, but sometimes it is difficult to determine precisely what her posi- 
were on various issues, or to pinpoint exactly when a political or 
ical shift occurred. Her public positions, for instance, are some- 
more cautious and discreet than her private thoughts expressed 
nal letters ami diary entries. It is clear, however, that her sec- 
trip to sub-Saharan Africa in 1946 had a very powerful influence 
her thinking. For example, many of the French colonial officials and 
of the anti-colonial activists she met with were advocating change 
rt of revolution, and were themselves relatively privileged as was 
When she returned to the States, however, her own spoken and 
n words on Africa were more militant than ever. As the Kussian- 
African scholar Lily Golden indicated years later, Essie was one 
the first of those who were l>oth writing about Africa and had spent 
there who warned of the dangers of neo-colonialism. M Perhaps 
of this awareness emerged out of her talks and experiences in the 
v and it may not have been entirely the message those she inter- 
sought to convey. 

ugh Essie’s trip through the Congo was. in her words, “awe- 
ng," by early September she was feeling a little homesick/ 5 She 
been “roughing it" for nearly five months and by then she was ready 
a hot shower, her own bed. and a good cup of coffee. She also jok- 
wrote to a friend that she couldn't wait to sec her hairdresser 
, since her hair had turned back to "pure wix>l." adding proudly 
“the Africans think it is beautiful."' 6 When she finally returned 
, she published small portions of her travel diaries in a scries for 
Amsterdam News. She had hoped to w rite an entire book, and even 
n that project while in Africa, but despite her best efforts, it never 
to pass. 

For the next two years Essie did work on a movie script, entitled 
laise," inspired, in large part, by her travels there. The plot of 
film, which never made it from script to screen, is an interesting 
. Essie focused her narrative on two young Belgian economists who 
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tall in love and go off to Africa together, supremely naive and unaware 
of the circumstances they w ill encounter. Initially they are uncritical 
of the colonial project, but eventually they come to see the situation 
through the eves of their African colleagues and friends. They learn 
local languages and commit themselves to African development. In¬ 
dependence is hinted at but not clearly articulated by her young white 
protagonists. In the end, too, there is a tragic twist for the two main 
characters: the woman gives birth in the Congo to the couple’s only 
child, and both mother and baby die. The husband stays on and con¬ 
tinues to serve the local people’s interests. His wife and child are buried 
there, he tells a friend, so he will never leave. The script is rough around 
the edges and clearly a draft, but one interpretation of Essie’s narrative 
is that it was not enough for the idealistic young economists to come 
and help—rather, they had to suffer and sacrifice in order to truly be a 
part of the African struggle.* 7 If they did suffer and sacrifice, and im¬ 
merse themselves w ith the lives of the local people, such solidarity was, 
in fact, possible. 

In November, a short time after her return from the Congo, Essie 
gave a provocative speech in New York City in which she declared 
“Africa is in revolution," a statement that the African Francophone 
leaders she had just met with would surely have distanced themselves 
from. Forces were in motion, she insisted, that would eventually bring 
an end to generations of colonial domination. Cognizant that fascism 
had only recently been defeated, she compared European colonial rule 
to Hitler’s occupation of Europe. She insisted: “Liberation of the occu¬ 
pied countries was one of the dramatic, moving, gratifying achieve¬ 
ments of our victory, (but] we have not finished with liberation. Africa 
has been occupied for more than 70 years; It is still occupied.”* 8 Essie 
had now positioned herself w ith a bold coterie of anti-colonial intel¬ 
lectuals and radical activists who argued for the full and immediate dis¬ 
mantling of white supremacist structures on the African continent and 
an end to colonial systems everywhere. 

Much had transpired on the home front during Essie's five-month 
trip to Africa. After Hitler's defeat a new era of East-West tensions had 
begun, distancing the former war allies of the United States and the 
Soviet Union. As outspoken supporters of the Soviets, Paul and Essie 
would both soon become targets of U.S. Cold War animus. Paul, who 
had been traveling around the country speaking at “Win the Peace” 
rallies, had been summoned in October 1946 to testify before Sena¬ 
tor Jack Tenney’s California Senate Factfinding Subcommittee on Un- 
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•ican Activities. The Committee took advantage of the fact that 
was touring in the state to haul him in for testimony. Around this 
time Paul also helped to convene a huge Madison Square Garden rally 
African freedom; led a conference to launch an American crusade 
nst lynching; and, with a small seven-person delegation, met with 
lent Truman to register anger and concern about ongoing racist 
nee against Black Americans. 50 Truman's response was less than 
uraging. 

When Essie came home from Central Africa, even though she and 
Sul were in some ways more in sync politically than ever before, their 
ly life was still not in harmony. F.ssic certainly knew al>ou! some 
Pauls romantic partnerships; perhaps she did not want to know 
others. She may have come home from Africa thinking about the 
ling man she had met in Congo. In any case, domestic life was not 
>th for the Robesons in 1946. For one thing, Essie'* aging mother 
deteriorating rapidly and she needed more constant (and expensive) 
j. Paul Jr. had been inducted into the Air Force and was stationed on 
West Coast, so Essie both missed his companionship and worried 
it him. All of these factors must have left Essie feeling emotionally 
ned as she spent time alone in her big rambling country house. Still, 
had resolved to enjoy her life and pursue her own interests, in ways 
she hail not, or perhaps could not, have done in the pa*t.*° She re- 
.xd from Africa thinking seriously about her next steps. 

In December 1946. she and Paul hail another run-in about mono- 
respect. She felt once again, as she had fifteen years before, that her 
as as Mrs. Paul Robeson w as in jeopardy. It was also the eve of her 
tth birthday. Paul’s prolonged absences and his continued rclation- 
s with other women, complicated by the sometimes heavy-handed 
ncial management tactics of his lawyer. Bob Rockmorc, had made 
»ie feci a bit vulnerable and insecure. So when she came back from 
Congo trip, she wrote a long, cathartic letter to Paul letting him 
iw exactly how she was feeling. As she put it bluntly, she sometimes 
felt like merely u a paid housekeeper.” and a poorly paid one at that. “I 
•eel I rate better than that." she added. Essie went on to complain about 
the inadequacy of the financial support she received for the house, the 
bek of a clear line of communication between them, the disrespectful 
nient she felt she received from Boh Rockmore, and most impor- 
Iv. the rumors she had heard that Paul might be considering divorce 
n. “Am 1 to continue to lie Mrs. Paul Robeson? Yes or No?” she de- 
ded to know. 61 The rumor appeared to have been just that, and the 
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implicit answer to her question was yes. Paul was conciliatory in his re¬ 
sponse, more resources were promised, and the flare-up soon calmed. 62 
Her Congo romance waned and life went on much as it had before. 

On a more positive note, Essie’s work on Africa was finally being 
noticed and recognized by an ever larger public audience. Earlier in 
1946 the National Council on Negro Women (NCNW), a premier 
civic organization, honored Essie as one of their twelve outstanding 
women of the year (citing her work in the previous year), alongside civil 
rights activist Virginia Durr; poet and lawyer Pauli Murray; and labor 
leader and Africa activist Maida Springer. 6 * NCNW founder Mary 
McLeod Bethune noted that Essie and the other recipients “have, each 
in her own individual way, made a distinguished and impressive contri¬ 
bution to the progress of America and the world." 66 While most of the 
media coverage referred to Essie as “author, anthropologist and wife 
of the famed Paul Robeson," it was Essie’s public lectures, articles, and 
book, and her leadership role in the Council on African Affairs, that led 
the selection committee to include her among the distinguished group 
of recipients. 6 ' In a statement, members of the selection committee said 
they recognized Essie specifically for her “distinguished contribute 
to the concept of world brotherhood." Essie traveled alone to Wa 
ington, D.C., to receive the award at a ceremony and reception at the 
NCNW headquarters. 66 She felt very proud of the recognition, es| 
dally because it came from a respected Black women's organizatit 
Women’s issues and women’s leadership were becoming central inn 
ests of her own. 
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AMERICAN ARGUMENTS, 
1946-1950 


I have reluctantly came to the conclusion that everything noz it 

political: the price v* pay for steak. if w can afford steak . ill is 

political, make no mistake about that. So me. I 'm political. 

F.slanda Robeson 

the end of 1946, Essie’s orientation and focus had shifted from arts 
I culture to politics, while still allowing for some overlap between 
two. She had been moving in this direction for more than a decade. 
1949 Essie would produce her third book. American Argument, co¬ 
red with the celebrated writer Pearl Ruck. The book highlighted 
their differing philosophical views on life. race, and the state of the 
Politics was a theme throughout. A close look at the years lead- 
up to the publication of American Argument illuminates the devclop- 
of Essie's thinking and the deepening of her convictions. 

ugh Essie had some brushes with politics before 1946 —she 
igned briefly for Roosevelt in the 1944 U.S. presidential election, 
to extend the progressive reforms of the New Deal, and her first 
iences with the United Nations had taken place in 1945 —it wasn’t 
her return from Congo and the completion of African Journey 
her ow n political analysis came into clearer focus. 1 Essie articulated 
ner new politicized identity in a letter to her Delta sorority sisters in 
. where she wrote. “I have reluctantly come to the conclusion that 
ing now* is political: the price we pay for steak, if we can afford 
*cak....All is political, make no mistake about that. So me. I'm politi- 
: It was around this time that she began lecturing and writing with 
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a pragmatic purpose in mind, rather than solely for the sake of exp. 
ration or self-expression. Just as Paul had come to the conclusion that 
as an artist he was in service to the larger cause of freedom. Essie too 
had decided to use her words and her pen to agitate, advocate. 3 nd edu¬ 
cate. She wanted to engage her audiences on the most pressing national 
and international questions of the day. She did so from a decidedly Left 
perspective, and although electoral politics were a part of the picture, 
they by no means were her entire political project. 

In 1948. Essie agreed to collaborate with the writer Pearl Buck on 
American Argument because she hoped that the book would allow her to 
further disseminate some of her ideas and draw attention to the issues 
she was most passionate about. Essie had known Buck, a privileged white 
woman and prominent writer, for years, having met her in the 1930s at a 
dinner party at Carl Van Vechten’s home. The daughter of white Ameri¬ 
can missionaries. Buck grew up in China in the early 1900s. She won 
huge acclaim in the early 1930s for her novel The Good Earth, about life 
in rural China, and won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1938.* Essie 
once told Van Vcchten that she dreamed of writing a book that would 
“introduce readers to my people the way Pearl Buck introduced me to 
the Chinese people." So when Buck asked Essie to work with her on a 
book project in which the two of them would exchange views on a range 
of issues, Essie readily accepted. She didn’t know Buck well, and she 
knew they had many differences, but she trusted Buck's intentions. 

The resulting book, American Argument, was published in 1949. In 
it Essie, through interviews w ith her co-author, argued vociferously 
against many popularly held American beliefs. In a series of candid con¬ 
versations, Essie and Buck squared off over race, patriotism, capitalism, 
world affairs, gender, and sex. They were both women of strong con¬ 
victions who had traveled widely, lived abroad for significant periods 
of time, and defied easy labels. The free-flow ing narrative in American 
Argument offers an interesting glimpse into what the fifty-three-year- 
old Essie wanted people to understand about her worldview, values, and 
politics at that moment in her life. 

The co-authors argued four specific topics: the role of the intellec¬ 
tual, the nature of the political system in the Soviet Union, the poli¬ 
tics of sexuality and families, and the meaning of patriotism. In terms 
of defining intellectual work, Essie embraced a populist position. She 
said mental labor should not be ranked more highly than manual labor 
and that scholars should not see themselves as above the rest of society. 
“I have never liked fancy intellectuals anywhere," Essie insisted. “I be- 
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^re knowledge should be shared. And I believe that all knowledge can 
reduced to clear words of one syllable, w hich can be understood by 
Jple people." 4 

A topic on which the two women emphatically did disagree was the 
ure of politics and life in the Soviet Union. Contrary to the popu- 
conception in the United Slates that Soviet citizens were simply 
ess followers of the Kremlin, Essie argued that she had witnessed 
ry people engage in more frequent and informed debates about 
cs and ideas in Russia than she had in the United States. Having 
1 the country several times, and having traveled to various regions 
n it, Essie felt rirrnly that she was well informed and in the right, 
praised the Soviet people at all levels of society and from all parts 
that vast country as politically aw are and perfectly able to “keep score 
emsclves" with regard to their leaders and policies, unlike most 
icans, whom she deemed “politically illiterate." 5 Most important, 
insisted that the Soviet Union w as one of the few places on earth 
— j racism was actually in decline, if not eradicated. 

A fair-minded liberal, who never resorted to crude forms of red- 
', Buck still disdained the Soviet Union and everything she felt 
represented: rigid centralized bureaucracy, lack of individual free- 
and harsh political repression. She and Essie exchanged tough 
s about the Bolshevik revolution, the treatment of dissidents, and 
.. a state has the right to use force in what its leaders believe is its 
defense. Essie took a hard line. The Bolshevik Revolution had to 
staunchly defended, she argued, ami those who “deliberately worked 
; nst the government" had to be “‘removed’ if the government was 
g to survive." It is unclear w hethcr at that point in the conversation 
two women were talking only about the immediate aftermath of the 
revolution, or if they were at least implicitly also debating Stalin's 
(jes in the 1930s and 1940s. The conversation occurred in the con- 
ol a larger discussion about the role of intellectuals in revolutionary 
ies, the overzealousness of revolutionary actors, and the impor- 
c of intellectual freedom. Buck tried to use the analogy of sheep- 
trying to contain a herd of sheep, and eventually killing those that 
id not stay with the herd. Speaking more directly, she then sug- 
ed that the Soviet leaders were guilty of “liquidating" dissenters 
she could not condone it. 6 Essie responded in anger, and perhaps 
haste. Still, she allowed her words to speak for themselves in print: 
m not so afraid of liquidation as you are," she insisted. “1 regret it, of 
e. I would avoid it if I possibly could. I like dogs, but I certainly 
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wouldn't hesitate one moment to liquidate a mad dog. It's disco 
ing, hut sometimes a few people behave like mad dogs —the people 
who lynch Negroes in the South, the people who exploited Africans to 
death, the people who foment wars, the people who cause millions of 
others to starve to death in famines, or to live their lives as serfs. These 
arc mad dogs and must be treated as such.’" Essie’s words are chilling, 
especially the use of the word “liquidation,” which was Buck's figure of 
speech, but Essie picked up on it. In the aftermath of the Holocaust, 
and given the ongoing repression inside the Soviet Union, it was a bad 
choice indeed. 

Unable to reconcile her admiration for Essie Robeson, the gracious 
and intelligent friend, with Essie Robeson, supporter of the Soviet sys¬ 
tem, Buck insisted that Essie was not, and could not possibly be, a com¬ 
munist because she would not have been able to spend so much enjoy¬ 
able time with her otherwise. Without apology, Essie seized on what 
she perceived as narrow'-minded political prejudice. In a long but blunt 
footnote to this section of the book, Essie demanded to know how Buck 
could predetermine so absolutely that she could never be friends with a 
communist. When Buck responded that the issue was one of individual 
freedom, which citizens in communist countries did not have, Essie 
turned the tables. “I notice that the people who keep talking about indi¬ 
vidual freedom have quite a lot of it themselves. ITiey are the haves* 
Essie pointed out that Blacks and poor whites sorely lacked individual 
freedom under US. capitalism. Buck asked Essie directly, did she see 
“any advantage in being an American?" Essie was equally direct. “When 
Americans treat me and my people like Americans, then I'll like it, and 
find advantage—and pride in being American —not before."* 

On the issue of sex and marriage, Essie argued that sex and marriage 
could, and perhaps should, be viewed separately, and accused Ameri¬ 
cans overall of being immature about matters having to do with sex. 
While not directly addressing her own personal experience, she said 
that there was nothing at all sacred about sex, but that it was a basic 
human urge, pure and simple. At one point, most likely the late 1930s or 
early 1940s, Essie, curious about human sexuality and the realities of sex 
in America, had interviewed several prostitutes working the streets of 
New York City. This was the brazen ethnographer and anthropologist 
in her who felt she could apply her research skills to any subject includ¬ 
ing human sexuality. Moreover, she had confidence that sex workers had 
the capacity to analyze the nature of their work as much as any other 
woman could. She offered this bit of information to Buck as evidence 
of her matter-of-fact view of sexuality. 9 
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The book ended with Essie issuing a challenge to Buck regarding the 
wl balance of power and her relationship to it: would Buck, a rich, 
educated white woman, be willing to forfeit some of her privileges 
comforts so that others with less could live better? Buck said yes, 
>st as a reflex it seems, but there was no further dialogue. “Eslanda 
I have differed profoundly," Pearl concluded, “not just [on] our 
country—we have differed on the whole world." 10 After the book 
published, the women exchanged a few letters, remained in touch 
and on. but both seemed to know the limits of the relationship." In 
.9. Buck would publicly condemn the political attacks made against 
Robesons, but she could never really come to terms with many of 
: s political views. 1 *’ 

Even though Essie and Pearl Buck's disagreements were clear, there 
c many people who did share Essie's political views and with w hom 
found great common cause. In the wake of the war her primary po- 
I interests were twofold: the inde|>endcnce of Third World coun¬ 
tries (especially those in Africa), and full citizenship rights for Negroes 
in the United States. She and many likcmindcd others thought it was 
portune moment to push for certain racial reforms. Even though 
of her political career had been spent documenting, reporting, 
speaking out on injustices of various sorts, she was rarely a hands- 
rganizer. In at least one instance, however, she embraced this role 
well. In the fall of 1947 Essie took the lead to convene a broad- 
1 group of Negro leaders that was poised to push for an array of 
war reforms, namely, legislation against lynching and poll taxes, 
well as a permanent Fair Employment Practices Commission. All 
these issues were already on the agenda of the N'AACP and other 
ips." But the goal of the new formation was to use the tactic of 
ss pressure." The unnamed group first met on Monday, October 6, 
the Harlem YMCA. Essie attributed the low attendance to the fact 
1 the World Series game between the New York Yankees and the 
Idyn Dodgers was being played that very same day. Most impor¬ 
tantly, Jackie Robinson was in the lineup. Although the meeting was 
ally called by Paul, it was organized and chaired by Essie. Before 
meeting, she had personally telephoned Hubert Delaney, W. E. B. 
Bois, and Beniamin Mays, to try to secure their support for the 
of a new national coalition. A few people came to the gathering; 
could not. 

\ second meeting was held on a rainy Saturday- in November at the 
lem public library. ITis time the turnout was better. Eighteen 
pie attended, including Dorothy Height, then president of the Delta 
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Sigma Theta Sorority; labor organizer Ewart Guinier; and Dr. Joe 
Johnson, dean of Howard University’s medical school. Essie “occupied 
the chair unofficially" and gave opening remarks to the group gathered. 
She spoke “respectfully and warmly" about the NAACP efforts but sug¬ 
gested more action was needed. At the end of the meeting a working 
committee was formed. The group was scheduled to continue its work 
after the holiday season, hut by early 1948 Essie and Paul w-ere em¬ 
battled with their onetime friend Max Yergan over the future of the 
Council on African Affairs, and the coalition Essie had envisioned was 
one of the casualties of that fight, because Essie and Paul were other¬ 
wise distracted and the increasing red-baiting made ideologically di¬ 
verse coalitions less possible. 14 

One new political project did take hold after the war, however. In the 
late 1940s. both Essie and Paul lent their support for the newly formed 
Progressive Party, a left-leaning third-party alternative to the Demo- 
crats. 15 The Progressive Party was formed in 1948 with a platform em¬ 
phasizing labor rights, peace, racial justice, self-determination, and dia¬ 
logue with the Soviet Union. Henry Wallace, a former U.S. Secretary 
of Commerce and vice president under Roosevelt who had broken bit¬ 
terly with the Truman administration over its Cold War policies, be¬ 
came the Progressive presidential nominee in 1948. Liberals and left¬ 
ists. including Essie anti Paul, rallied around him. They were both at the 
founding convention in Philadelphia in July 1948, and helped to get the 
party off the ground. 

Essie was a vocal and active member of the party's platform commit¬ 
tee and actually helped draft the 1948 platform, w hich reflected many 
of her political values. She also engaged in lively debates with commit¬ 
tee members around key planks of the platform. One especially lively 
debate was on the U.S. colony of Puerto Rico. Essie invoked lessons 
from South Africa as the committee considered whether to call for a 
plebiscite or whether to change the platform position from support of 
independence to a more general call for self-determination. 16 The final 
platform was a very progressive document that consisted of a call for 
anti-lynching legislation, anti-discrimination laws, controls on the cost 
of rent and consumer prices, and pro-labor and anti-monopoly business 
legislation. There were also platform planks that called for federally 
subsidized childcare for working parents and “first class*' citizenship 
rights for all women. 17 

Essie may have been drawn to the Progressive Party in part because 
it w'as especially appealing and hospitable to women, who made up half 
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ot the delegates to the Philadelphia convention and played key leader¬ 
ship roles throughout the organization. Historian Jacqueline Castlcdinc 
■"•nts out that many members of the Progressive Partv went on to be 
Ived in leftist feminist politics in the 1960s and 19705.“ The party’s 
orm of peace, civil rights, and social programs appealed to Essie, 
Henry Wallace, the man, appealed to her too. He had rejected a safe 
er path to follow his conscience. Deeply religious but open to the 
i’S of others, Wallace was the kind of politician Essie and Paul could 
ort. For embracing an anti-racist and racially inclusive platform 
Bid organization he was labeled a “nigger lover" and told to “go bach 
Russia" (despite the fact that he had come from a farming cominu- 
r in Iowa), 19 but the qualities and principles that made some right- 
gers attack him with a vengeance were precisely those that attracted 
Robesons to him. 

Much of Essie’s work for the Progressive Pam* was done through 
lilies, meetings, and forums in and around Connecticut. She spoke 
union halls, cultural centers, schools, and private homes about the 
ida of the party and its members. In June 1948 she was nominated to 
run for Connecticut secretary of state on the Progressive ticket/ 0 She 
‘ e at the Central YMCA in Waterbury, at the Labor Temple in New 
en. and at a private home in Greenwich, w ith secret FBI informants 
itoring her every step of the way/ 1 The campaign was histone in 
t it was “the largest slate of black candidates to run on a ticket since 
construction."” 

Even though Essie got only 10,000 votes, w hile her Democratic and 
blican opponents claimed roughly 400.000 each, she had made 
fcer voice heard.*’' In speech after speech around the state, she spoke to 
a broad array of issues that extended beyond Connecticut. “The major 
lem facing the American people today arc high prices, housing 
and civil liberties and no amount of Communist red baiting is going to 
lgc that," Essie argued/ 4 

She also participated on the national level, traveling the country to 
support for Wallace, even as many mainstream Bbck leaders cam- 
icd for Truman. Essie accompanied Wallace on his cighieen-city 
48 Peace Tour, where she spoke out about the Progressive Party’s 
>sition to the Cold War and US. militarism in Korea. “We know 
can’t stand for peace on one foot and war on the other," she wrote, 
h is whv, she insisted, a third-party alternative was sorely needed/ 5 
?, echoing the platform of the Progressives, called for an end to the 
s race, policies to support civil liberties, and an end to the poll taxes 


AMERICAN ARGUMENTS 






that excluded Blacks from the electoral arena. “Appropriating billions 
of dollars for arms, making military treaties with Canada and South 
American countries, actually Hghting wars, with money, men and guns 
in Greece, China, Indonesia and Indo-China, and fighting what we call 
a Cold War in Russia ... we of the Progressive Party don't think that 
program of the Republicans and Democrats adds up to peace." 26 

During the 1948 campaign Essie traveled in a private plane with 
Wallace and a small entourage to rallies around the country. In her 
speeches on behalf of the Progressive Party, she explicitly connected 
the nascent Black civil rights movement with the defense of civil lib¬ 
erties at home and peaceful coexistence worldwide. "The Progressive 
Party stands for freedom,” she proclaimed, which meant, among other 
things, standing up to censorship and the intimidating tactics of the 
various un-American activities committees. While she was certainly 
not alone in making these arguments, Essie was an important advocate 
for internationalizing the Black Freedom struggle in the United States 
and for drawing parallels with socialist, communist, and anti-colonial 
movements abroad. She would expand greatly on this idea in her later 
writings, where she would emphasize the importance of being part of a 
global political family and developing a global Black identity. 

Henry Wallace won only about 3 percent of the vote in the 1948 
elections, and he split from the Progressive Party two years later, 
largely over the issue of communism.*’ 7 Even after that break, and after 
Wallace’s departure, the Progressive Party and its various affiliates con¬ 
tinued to wage local and national campaigns and the party continued to 
enjoy Essie’s support. In 1950, she ran unsuccessfully for US. Congress 
as a third-party candidate. 2 * She must have known she had a slim chance 
of winning, and she pulled only 2,300 votes. But over the course of the 
campaign, she had the opportunity to make numerous speeches and 
media appearances. Her goal was simply to inject progressive ideas and 
policies into the conversation and perhaps influence voters and policy- 
makers in the process. 

On October 29. the Sunday before the election. Essie was a guest on 
a local radio program in Waterbury, Connecticut. She used the plat¬ 
form to oppose the war in Korea and the Cold War generally, insi 
ing that security, civil rights, and economic justice could be reali 
only if a stable peace was achieved." 29 After a series of questions a 
communism. Essie fired back that she was tired of being asked ques¬ 
tions about communism, and she didn't think that America could bla 
Moscow or Stalin for its own social problems like segregation, discri 
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luiion. and economic inequality. ,0 Cold War fear mongering and accu¬ 
sations about communism were, she believed, simply tools of the po¬ 
litical establishment intended to distract voters from issues of injustice 
within the United States. Essie’s foray into electoral politics was rela- 
ly brief. Always a bit half-hearted in her campaigning, Essie, after 
failing to secure enough signatures on her nominating petitions to run 
for Congress again four years later, retired from third-party electoral 
jKtics. 

Essie's agitation and advocacy in other areas, however, continued full 
rle. Even as she worked with the Progressive Party and other orga- 
Essic continued to support the Council on African Affairs, 
group she had helped to get off the ground in its earlier incarna¬ 
tion a decade earlier. Friction and political divisions within the group 
were growing, however, and as with the Progressive Party those divi- 
*ions centered around the accusation of communist affiliations. In other 
rds, in the early 1950s red-baiting already was effectively under¬ 
mining popular alliances between communists and non-communists 
who supported labor, peace, civil rights, and anti-colonialism. 

Essie often had to defend her dual roles as an American citizen and 
an American dissident. She was an American by birth and by choice, but 
she reserved the right to criticize America for its intractable racism and 
tfstent inequalities. While she announced publicly that she was not 
lunist, she was a supporter of the Soviet Union. And she backed 
friends like Ben Davis, Claudia Jones, and others w ho w ere in fact mem¬ 
bers of the Communist Party.” Essie saw her allegiance to the Soviets as 
lion to the principles of anti-racism and anti-imperialism. “Until 
•he rise of the Soviet Union, all the world powers were colonial coun¬ 
tries whose economy, politics and military were built upon the cheap 
raw materials and labor of their colonies in Africa and Asia." As long as 
"w'c Negroes have a major world power on our side," she insisted. Blacks 
should be on its side as wcll. w These sentiments were considered “dis¬ 
loyal" by many in the late 1940s and 1950s. 

Sadly for Essie, it was her old friend Max Ycrgan who in 1947 was 
stirring up the most trouble in the Council on African Affairs through 
red-baiting and strong-arm tactics. Yergan, once a liberal Christian so¬ 
cial worker in Africa, had moved sharply to the Left, worked closely 
with the Robesons, and was now reversing his political views yet again. 
\ complicated and curious figure, Ycrgan had come to the conclusion 
that in order for the work of the council to go forw ard, it had to purge 
itself of communists and communist sympathizers, mimicking the ac- 
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tions that other liberal reform groups were taking. He pushed for a 
statement of “non-partisanship" to distance the council from allegedly 
“communist-tainted” groups and individuals. Essie and Paul both ada¬ 
mantly opposed this kind of political litmus test, especially since they, 
along with council staff member Alphaeus Hunton, were among Yer- 
gan’s prime targets. But Yergan pressed hard for a vote on the issue. 

Essie was in the thick of the fray” She wrote a blistering letter that 
condemned Yergan’s power play to oust some of the councils founding 
members, indicted his duplicity, and even threatened to sue him over 
African artifacts and books she had loaned to the council office, which 
was at the time under his supervision. 54 Essie went on to point out that 
Yergan knew full well the political opinions of his fellow council mem¬ 
bers, and for a good many years had no problem associating w ith com¬ 
munists. In fact, she asserted, it was in Yergan's living room that she first 
met Earl Brow der, former head of the Communist Party. Her open let¬ 
ter was reprinted by the Associated Negro Press in its entirety. In the 
end Yergen and several council members left the council. It was a bitter 
split in the organization and a nasty end to a long and treasured friend¬ 
ship between Essie and Max. 

Another important but short-lived group that Essie worked with in 
the early 1950s was Sojourners for Truth and Justice, a group named 
after the legendary, a nineteenth-century crusader for Black equality 
and women's rights. Founded in 1951 and already in demise by 1952, the 
group was one of the first tangible demonst rat ions of what historian 
Erik McDuffie has called “a postwar black left feminism." 55 

Sojourners for 1 'ruth and Justice was made up of a dynamic mix of 
creative Black women, many of them leftists and communists. Essie, au¬ 
thor Shirley Graham Du Bois, actress Beulah (Beah) Richards, author 
Alice Childress. 'Hielina Dale Perkins, and activist Louise 'Thompson 
Patterson were among the founding core. They w ere joined by Califor¬ 
nia publisher Charlotia Bass, who served as the group's president. Many 
of these women were also supporters of the Council on African Affairs. 
They described the Sojourners as “a militant Negro women's movement 
. . . dedicated to the militant struggle for full freedom of the Negro 
people and an uncompromising fight against white supremacy." 56 Mem¬ 
bers of Sojourners picketed, rallied, lobbied politicians, and tried to 
form coalitions with other women activists internationally. The group 
petitioned the U.S. president to support meaningful domestic civil 
rights legislation. Thev focused on freeing Black women from the yoke 
of colonialism abroad. In a letter to South African women trade union- 
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‘*ts who had launched a campaign against their government's pass law 
system, Bass and Patterson wrote, “We have been inspired by the ex¬ 
ample of militant action on the part of African women. We realize that 
our fight for freedom in the United States is inextricably linked to the 

[ struggle against the tyranny ot the white supremacists not only in South 
Africa but throughout the entire continent. We further recognize that 
these struggles for full freedom on the part of colored women in Africa, 
Asia and in the United States must lead to the complete emancipation 
of women throughout the world." 17 

The Sojourners also confronted egregious instances of injustice close 
:o home, such as the case of Rosa Lee Ingram and her family. Ingram 
was a tough Georgia sharecropper w ho had killed a w hite man in 1947. 
She and two of her teenage sons, who had come to her aid during the 
confrontation, had been sentenced to death for the killing, even though 
it was clearly an act of self-defense. She languished on death row' for 
eleven long years while many groups and civil rights leaders spoke out 
denu nding her release. Was a poor Black woman expected to endure 
assault without the right to defend herself? they argued. No one made 
Ingram’s case more loudly or insistently than the Sojourners. A dele¬ 
gation of the organization's members, including Essie, went to the na¬ 
tion’s capital to plead Ingram's case and to demand a hearing. It took 
more than a decade tor the Ingrams to win their freedom, but the atten¬ 
tion that the Sojourners and others brought to the case was critically 
important to their release. 1 * 

The Sojourners for Truth and Justice did not have a long lifespan, 
but the group made a definite impact. As McDuffie has explained, “the 
Sojourners formulated a black left feminist politics that incorporated 
a sophisticated understanding of the African American freedom as a 
struggle for human rights, one that had global dimensions, during the 
Cold War." ,v Even though Essie’s time w ith the Sojourners was limited, 
it was precisely this kind of radical women’s project that allowed her 
to exercise her multiple and overlapping passions. Such organizations' 
attention to the compound and linked variables of race, class, and gen¬ 
der resembles what latc-twenticth-century feminists of color would call 
" interse ction a lity." 40 

The year 1949 was another difficult one for Essie, largely because 
of several politically motivated, personal attacks against her family. 
The first related to a speech that Paul delivered that year at the World 
Congress of Partisans of Peace in Paris. Tensions were high between 
the United States and Soviet U nion; the onetime World War II allies 
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were already engaged in the Cold War, and some observers worried 
that a hot war was on the horizon. In his speech. Paul was alleged to 
have stated that no Negro would fight against the Soviet Union if the 
Americans and the Soviets went to war. His actual words were more 
nuanced than that. But the international media seized on the sound 
bite and published a highly sensationalized account that caused a fire¬ 
storm back home. Some African American leaders rushed to distance 
themselves from both Paul and his comments; others went even further 
and made overtly disparaging comments about him. Lester Granger, 
a leader in the Urban League and columnist for the Amsterdam News , 
criticized Paul as “Heaven’s gift to his left wing sponsors," suggesting 
that his welcome home rally from his Paris trip would be a communist- 
orchestrated spectacle. 41 One especially nasty headline in The Chicago 
Defender read, “Paul Robeson: Is He a Man or a Soviet Mouse?" 4 * 

The criticism of Paul's comments sadly overshadowed the work of 
the conference itself and Paul's role in it. Nearly 1,800 delegates from 
around the world, including Africa, had gathered to express their com¬ 
mitment to world peace. Paul had delivered a rousing speech, and vir¬ 
tually all of the speakers had echoed some version of Paul’s sentiments. 
Another war was in no one’s interest, they said, least of all the poor and 
oppressed. Essie's friend Shirley Du Bois spoke at the conference and 
insisted that Black women in the United States were unwilling to have 
their sons “fed to another war." Bluntly put, she argued. Black people 
in the United States might not be w illing to support their government’s 
war plans. Gabriel d'Arboussier. now- president of the French Union 
representing French West Africa, “made an impassioned plea for the 
deliverance of Africa from all forms of colonialism" and declared his 
own opposition to any impending war. 4 ’ 

The most painful attacks against Paul’s Paris speech came from 
former friends, people he and Essie had once trusted and cared for 
deeply. One headline in the Black Press read. “Robeson Blasted for Paris 
Speech: White. Other Leaders Repudiate His Stand." Indeed, Walter 
White had written unforgivingly about Paul, a man he had once be¬ 
friended and admired, and to whom he had given the NAACP's high¬ 
est honor, the Spingarn Medal, only six years earlier. In an article in 
the February issue of Ebony called “The Strange Case of Paul Robe¬ 
son," V\*hite referred to Paul as “a bew ildercd man who [deserves] more 
to be pitied than damned." White wrote that Robeson had done more 
for Russia than for democratic struggles in the LInitcd States and con¬ 
cluded that Paul had demonstrated “the atrophy of his critical faculty" 


190 


AMERICAN ARGUMENTS 


by his persistent loyalty to the Soviet Union. The lengthy attack was 
illustrated with a photo of Paul at 3 reception at the Russian Embassy 
with a large portrait of Soviet leader Joseph Stalin looming in the back¬ 
ground for dramatic effect. 44 In a few short years the political tides had 
turned. Because of his radical politics (and outspoken support of the 
Soviet Union), Robeson, once an unquestioned hero and cultural icon, 
was being shunned and disparaged by some even as he retained the re¬ 
spect and loyalty of others. 

The harsh criticisms that Paul received were not respectful differ¬ 
ences over ideology or strategy. These were personal attacks, and Essie 
was outraged. Regardless of any marital tensions that existed between 
them, Essie and Paul had always stood together in their political views 
and in their public positions. So when Paul was attacked for his 1949 
comments. Essie immediately Issued a strong statement defending her 
husband and lambasting his detractors. She did not actually know what 
Paul’s remarks had been, but she felt she knew him well enough to guess 
his meaning, and w ithout full consultation with Paul or anyone else, she 
leapt into action. 45 

Essie rhetorically turned the tables, casting Paul’s critics. White in¬ 
cluded. as “professional” Black leaders, and underscoring the fact that 
they held well-paid positions in various organizations—and so imply¬ 
ing that they were out of touch with the Black rank and file, and per¬ 
haps trying to curry favor with white political elites. “1 know that every 
sensible Negro in this country, professional leaders notwithstanding, 
feels that if he must tight a future war for democracy, the proper place 
to begin such a tight is right here," she wrote, rewording and reinforc¬ 
ing what she assumed had been Paul’s point. 4 * A few Black American 
leaders agreed and stood by Paul. Writing in the Atlanta Daily World, 
the Baptist minister and columnist Reverend Taschercau Arnold said, 
“Paul Robeson represents a vast throng of young Negroes w ho have be¬ 
come embittered by the trend of affairs in America ... and was speaking 
the unuttered thoughts of a great segment of our people." 47 

Essie had been defending Paul since 1944 against the allegation that 
he was a member of the Communist Party 48 It's an "absurdly foolish" 
suggestion, she insisted — overstating her case —pointing out that nearly 
every intelligent Black person at the time was being labeled a “red." Her 
instinct was to defend Paul, and as the attacks against him increased 
in vehemence, so did her response. 4 ’' In refuting the charge that Paul 
was a communist. Essie did not succumb to red-baiting herself. Rather, 
she pointed out how charges of communist membership were used to 
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undermine all progressive struggles, including anti-racist struggles. In a 
lengthy essay published in her friend Charlotta Bass’s newspaper, Essie 
posed the challenging question—were Paul's critics satisfied with the 
violence and discrimination that American Negroes experienced every 
day? If not, how could they criticize Paul for speaking the truth about 
the injustices of American racism, which she assumed were the focus of 
his remarks in Paris? Essie questioned whether Walter White or Adam 
Clayton Powell actually spoke for millions of Black Americans, as they 
so boldly claimed. Could they promise that Black people would indeed 
fight for "American interests" in a hypothetical w ar in a far distant land? 
The crux of her defense, however, rested not on Paul's words in Paris, 
but on his record as a champion of Black freedom. "There is no one who 
has done more on behalf of the Negro people than Paul Robeson,” she 
insisted. At a dinner at the Commodore Hotel in New York hosted by 
the Progressive Party, Essie said, "Paul Robeson [is] the son of a slave 
who caught the ear of the world with his golden voice, and who has 
always used that voice to call the attention of the world to the plight of 
the Negro people." 50 

Why was Paul Robeson perceived as being such a threat to politi¬ 
cal elites in the United States that he had to be monitored, contained, 
and attacked so roundly when he spoke out? In 1949, the U.S. govern¬ 
ment under President Truman was eager to promote America’s politi¬ 
cal and economic interests abroad, and an image of America as a multi¬ 
racial haven for democracy and freedom was central to that effort.* 1 In 
the competition w ith the Soviet Union for sympathizers and allies in 
the newly (or nearly) independent nations of Asia and Africa, one of 
America’s great advantages was the fiction it had to peddle about a land 
of milk and honey for all. 5 -’ America's long history of racism and dis¬ 
crimination against peoples of color w ithin its borders tarnished that 
image to say the least. x\nd Paul Robeson was not only speaking about 
the reality of race in America with eloquence and effectiveness to an 
enormous international fan base but. moreover, painting a positive por¬ 
trait of America’s main economic and ideological rival. Perhaps not sur¬ 
prisingly, the US. government considered this combined message to be 
dangerously subversive. 

It is necessary here to write a few words about race and Cold War 
America in order to adequately understand the political and intellec¬ 
tual terrain on which Essie and Paul were navigating. Although both 
Essie and Paul had explicit!)' and repeatedly denied membership in the 
Communist Party as an organization, for nearly a decade they had, as a 
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matter of principle, refused to sign affidavits to that etTect. In the anti¬ 
communist hysteria of Cold War America, the line of demarcation be¬ 
tween "being" a communist and "not being" a communist was impor¬ 
tant to many people. The answer to the now famous question "Are you 
or have you ever been a member of the Communist Party?" made or 
unmade careers, facilitated or impeded mobility, and sometimes deter¬ 
mined who went to jail and who could stav free. 

But the simple question of whether someone was officially a mem¬ 
ber of the Communist Party could lie misleading. The fact is that Paul 
and Essie were very close to the U.S. communist movement, as well 
as the international communist movement. And while those alliances 
were not formal or official, they had been carefully considered. Both 
Paul and Essie explained their reasons time and time again. In a polar¬ 
ized world, smaller emerging nations had a better chance with Soviet 
support of resisting U.S. imperialist aims. or. with Soviets as a counter¬ 
vailing force, of forging a nonaligned third path. The Robesons viewed 
the struggle for Black freedom in the larger context of the light against 
Western imperialism and capitalist exploitation. Obviously they were 
not alone. People of color the world over embraced and adapted various 
versions of Marxism as they mapped paths to liberation. In the after¬ 
math of the Cireat Depression in the United States that ravaged so many 
lives anil affected African Americans disproportionately, and given the 
brutalit y of decades of colonial exploitation in the Third World, many 
people of color in the world were skeptical of capitalism's promises, to 
say the least. The communist edict “from each according to his ability 
and to each according to his needs" was appealing to many who felt they 
had given (or had taken from them) more than they could atTord and 
received less than they deserved” To those who had been at the losing 
end of the capitalist and colonial enterprises, socialism and commu¬ 
nism had a visceral and an intellectual appeal. Even though Essie and 
Paul enjoyed more material wealth than most, they increasingly iden¬ 
tified w ith those at the bottom of the social and economic hierarchies 
as a matter of principle. The appeal of communism was also mediated 
by strong anti-racist and anti-colomalist sentiments, and a kind of left 
Pan-Africanism. 

For many Blacks attracted to left-wing ideas, there was no contra¬ 
diction between Pan-Africanism, radical nationalism, and their support 
for communism. As historians Robm Kelley and Sid Lemelle put it. by 
the time the Robesons first came into the orbit of the communist move¬ 
ment in the 1930s. “Black nationalism(s)—especially as it was expressed 
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in culture —had much more in common with American communism 
than most scholars have admitted. Thus, for African-American Com¬ 
munists, like American Jewish and Finnish Communists, whose cul¬ 
tural and national identities constituted a central element of their radi¬ 
cal politics, ethnic nationalism and internationalism were not mutually 
exclusive." This was certainly true for Essie. Her pride in her African 
ancestry and even her sometimes romantic views of Africa were inti¬ 
mately bound up with her radicalism. Her support and loyalty to the 
Soviet Union was linked to her view that the Soviets were loyal to the 
interests of African peoples. 54 

Essie was involved in many progressive, left-wing, and communist- 
affiliated groups in the 1940s. She also supported the American Labor 
Party (ALP), a left-leaning group that emerged during the Depression 
with a slightly different strategy than the Progressive Party. The ALP 
commonly co-endorsed candidates that were endorsed by one of the 
two major parties so they were rarely in competition with the Demo¬ 
crats or Republicans in federal elections; one notable exception was in 
1948, when they opted to support the Progressive Party’s candidate, 
I lenry Wallace. Vito Marcantonio, the outspoken radical New York 
Congressman from East Harlem, and probably the best-known elected 
official associated with the ALP. was a friend of Essie and Paul’s. He 
and Essie exchanged letters, shared speakers' platforms, and supported 
many of the same progressive causes and campaigns. In the fall of 1949 
Essie made routine treks into New York City to volunteer her services 
and participate in meetings at the ALP offices. 55 Her work was a part 
of a larger Left-liberal effort in the postwar years. Demands for a more 
robust anil inclusive electoral process, full voting rights, and an end to 
policies of racial subordination and practices of racial violence were on 
the agenda. As Martha Biondi documents persuasively, this was espe¬ 
cially true in New- York City- 56 

As their public political personas developed, Paul was certainly the 
more visible and influential of the two, but Essie was also a power¬ 
ful messenger in her ow n w av for this same set of ideas, and her audi¬ 
ence was grow ing. The Robesons “saw the struggle of Black Americans 
as one with the struggle of oppressed people worldw ide" and explic¬ 
itly connected the dots among economic exploitation, class oppression, 
racism, and colonialism. 5 ' Indeed, the Robesons and their allies were 
among the earliest proponents of the view' that the struggles for self- 
determination and independence in Africa and the efforts of w'orking- 
class people worldwide to escape oppression were inextricably linked 
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to the light to abolish Jim Crow and white supremacy in the States. 
Their views represented a kind of radical Black internationalism that 
the U.S. government at the time definitely wanted to suppress. They 
both sought to expose the truth that American racism was alive and 
well, despite propaganda to the contrary. Essie, too, pointed out the 
role of ingrained sexism in keeping women subordinate. The Robe¬ 
sons’ message stood in contrast to the more modest, national, and race- 
specific claims made by many of their Black American contemporaries 
in mainstream organizations. 

The push to frame America's civil rights and economic instice move¬ 
ments as part of a broader struggle for international human rights and 
to link it to the larger anti-colonial and anti-imperialist movements 
abroad might actually have strengthened and accelerated, rather than 
derailed, the push for racial equality had the Black leadership at the 
tune adopted that stance. A number of historians have noted that main¬ 
stream Black leaders’ refusal to acknowledge the universality of their 
claims and their hesitation to align with a larger Black Diasporic and 
Third World project might have been short-sighted. There were some 
liberal Black leaders, as historian Carol Anderson’s work suggests, who 
understood all along the international scope of Black oppression and 
the need to take an interest in foreign atfairs. Many of them, however, 
felt compelled to prove their American loyalties above all else. 

Only four months after the Paris Peace Conference fracas, Paul was 
under attack again. Racist and anti-communist mobs rioted to protest 
his appearance at a large outdoor concert in Pcckskill. New’ York, in 
August 1949. In the hysteria of the Cold War and after his miscon¬ 
strued comments in Paris, Paul was now seen as an open target by right¬ 
wingers of various stripes. Cars were overturned, Black passersby were 
attacked, and the concert had to be j»ostponed and rescheduled for Sep¬ 
tember 4. at which time his opponents protested violently once again. 
This time, however, thousands of Paul’s supporters mobilized to de¬ 
fend the concert grounds. The second concert went on as planned, and 
the events at Peekskill made headlines across the country and beyond. 
Peekskill represented the second attack on Essie’s family in 1949. 

In the wake of the Peekskill violence, many spoke out against his at¬ 
tackers, even some who disagreed with Paul’s politics, such as former 
first lady Eleanor Roosevelt, actor 1 lenry Fonda, and Essie’s co-author 
Pearl Buck. No defender was more strident or eloquent than Essie.' K 
Just as she had done months before when the Peace Conference re¬ 
marks stirred controversy. Essie quickly anti fiercely lashed out at Paul’s 
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attackers. On September i, 1949. only a week after the first clash at 
Peeksldll, Essie stood before a crowd of five thousand in Mexico City 
to address the American Continental Congress for Peace. 59 After greet¬ 
ing her audience in Spanish with “Queridos Amigos, - and delivering 
greetings from her husband who could not be there, Essie slammed 
those in the United States who would deny Paul Robeson the right to 
speak and perform because of hts political views and associations. 60 As 
others had done, Essie smartly turned the very language of McCarthy- 
ism against its proponents by describing the vigilantes who had dis¬ 
rupted the Peekskill concert as un-American. She then turned her criti¬ 
cism toward the U.S. government itself for not pushing hard enough to 
make America’s ideals a reality. “We in the United States ... have been 
confused for generations bv the large and elegant conversation about 
Democracy." That conversation, she argued, had often been vacuous, 
because the United States had systematically denied rights to so many 
of its own citizens and interfered with the affairs of other nations from 
Mexico to Greece to the small island nations and colonies of the Carib¬ 
bean. 61 

During times of stress, with her adrenaline pumping to protect 
those she loved, Essie was unrestrained in her defense. Once she re¬ 
turned from Mexico, she had to go into battle mode once again w hen 
confronted by yet another family crisis: the controversy that erupted 
around her son’s marriage in 1949 to a young w hite woman. Essie had a 
particularly emotional response to the attack on Paul Jr. 

The young Paul Robeson had fallen in love w ith Marilyn Greenberg, 
a fellow student at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York, where he 
was studying engineering. Paul Jr. described Marilyn as “an attractive, 
five-foot-six. dark-haired, twenty-year-old w ith a flashing smile, beau¬ 
tiful eyes, and a w itty sense of humor ." 62 The young couple had met in 
progressive political circles at Cornell. He w as highly visible on campus, 
given the Robeson name, and Marilyn was low-key by comparison. Hut 
the serious, smart, good-looking young woman who spoke her mind 
and exuded her own special charm caught Paul Jr.'s attention. Friend¬ 
ship evolved into romance, and the)' became engaged soon thereafter . 61 
Marilyn’s mother. Rae, did not initially approve of the interracial re¬ 
lationship for fear of the hardships it might represent for her daughter, 
but she eventually came around. Marilyn’s father was not so amenable; 
during their counship, he refused to let Paul Jr. into their home. Still, 
the determined young couple moved forward with their plans to marry. 
Paul Jr. took Marilyn home to Connecticut over Christmas break in 
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294^ to meet his parents and, rather inadvertently, announced their en¬ 
gagement. Actually Paul Sr. guessed their intentions and after a mo¬ 
ment of surprise, Essie too embraced the news. Essie was impressed 
with Marilyn, and respected her son's level-headed judgment. 

Paul Jr. and Marilyn's wedding was intended to be a small and quiet 
ctcnt at the New York City apartment of Freda Diamond, one of Paul’s 
intimates w ho also maintained a close triendship with Essie. But as soon 
as news reached the mainstream media, reporters swarmed all around 
them. The media attention led to a Hood of hate mail to Essie from 
white people angry at the idea of an interracial marriage. The day of the 
:ing, in particular, the mainstream media “sent squads of camera¬ 
men to the affair ." 64 There were even a handful of hecklers in the street 
outside Freda’s apartment. 

The response probably should not have been too surprising, given 
that the wedding came on the heels of Paul's Paris Peace Conference 
speech, and followed by only a matter of hours his "Welcome Home" 
rally. which was held at the Rockland Palace on 155th Street in Harlem 
and attended bv an overflow crowd of some five thousand people. 65 But 
when venomous attacks were hurled at Paul Jr. and Marilyn. Essie felt 
the critics had crossed the line. In response she sat down and wrote a 
biting essay entitled "Loyalty — Lost and Found." Essie began by satiri¬ 
cally claiming to have misplaced her lovaltv to a country that practiced 
racial inequality and tolerated vitriol and harassment. She protested 
that because her “beloved and only child married the girl he loves, I 
have taken a beating at the hands of my fellow countrymen: some of 
whom collected in the streets to boo my children, whom they did not 
even know." In conclusion she declared. "I do hereby declare w ar on my 
enemies and publicly notify them that I will right them every step of the 
way." 66 And she meant it. 

The year 1949 had been hectic and demanding, full of angst and con¬ 
flict. So in December Essie was relieved to collect her passport, pack 
her bags, ami go far, far away. That month she traveled without Paul to 
the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, and the People's Republic of China. 
Little did she know it would be her last international trip for nearly a 
decade. The purpose of Essie's trip was to attend both the Women’s 
International Democratic Federation (W 1 DF) Conference in Moscow, 
and the Asian Women's Federation meeting in Peking (later Beijing). 
She planned to stop for several days in Poland. Czechoslovakia, and Bel¬ 
gium on her return trip. Essie traveled w ith her New York acquaintance 
Ada Jackson, a Black Brooklyn-based American Labor Party (ALP) 
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activist. 67 According to the Amsterdam News, Essie and Ada were the 
“first African American wom[c]n to visit China since the defeat of the 
Chiang Kai Shek government and the establishment of the new Chinese 
government, on October i, 1949." 68 The FBI carefully monitored their 
trip, which Essie expressed to friends, in her usual upbeat manner, as an 
absolutely enlightening and "marvelous experience.” 69 

Essie had an interesting and savvy travel companion in Jackson. 
There is no evidence that the two women ever became close friends, but 
a trip like this, of such historic significance, undoubtedly created some 
sort of bond between them. Jackson was a tough community organizer 
who was born in Georgia but cut her political teeth in the rough and 
tumble streets of Brooklyn's Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood. De¬ 
scribed as a grassroots “powerhouse" by the Negro press, she pushed 
for safe and affordable housing as well as decent schools, and headed up 
the Interracial Assembly, a local coalition of community organizations 
in the city’s southern borough. 70 She joined the progressive Congress 
of American Women, the U.S. affiliate of the WIDE; ran for office sev¬ 
eral times on the American Labor Party ticket; and the year before she 
traveled to the Soviet Union and China with Essie, she was a delegate 
to an international peace conference in Romania. 71 

After a brief stopover at the women’s conference in Moscow, Essie 
and Ada took the Trans-Siberian Railroad into China, first to Peking 
and then to Shanghai. There were meetings in both cities. The trip to 
China was an eye-opener for Essie in many respects, and she took the 
ideas being discussed there seriously. It was a historic time for China, 
and in preparation for the conference Essie had read Mao Zedong's 
The Chinese Revolution and the Chinese Communist Party, and had taken 
meticulous notes on every section of it in her small, lined notebook.'-' 
The conference, which consisted of a scries of lectures and panel pre¬ 
sentations delivered in Chinese but simultaneously translated through 
earphones for international guests, gave participants an overview of the 
new Chinese government’s vision and strategy for rebuilding the vast 
country, and of the political and economic changes under way. One lec¬ 
ture Essie attended in Shanghai on December 22 was delivered by Chen 
Yi, the mayor of that historic port city, and covered the complex pro¬ 
cess of reordering a major industrial center. The communists had been 
grounded in the rural areas, he explained, so it was a challenge for them 
to consider how to transform and redirect the resources of a city like 
Shanghai. The presentation suggested that the “take over” was as much 
a political battle as a technical one, given that there were many anti- 
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Mao Kuomintang supporters still embedded in the city bureaucracy. 7 * 
It is unclear what kind of questions Essie asked or whether she was at 
all skeptical about any of the new developments she witnessed, but in 
her public statements after she returned, her accounts were glowing and 

I supportive of the revolution’s aims. 

One person Essie met in China made a lasting impression on her: 
the Western-educated revolutionary heroine Soong Ching-ling, better 
known as Aladamc Sun Yat-sen. Soong Ching-ling had been born into 
privilege in China in 1893. married Sun (more than twenty-five years 
her senior) in 1915. and immersed herself first in the nationalist struggle 
to oust the monarchy and then, after Sun's death in 1925. allied herself 
with the communists. In 1949 she had just been appointed vice chair of 
the new People’s Republic of China. She was also serving as honorary 
president of the All China Women’s Federation. Soong Ching-ling was 
x much-revered figure w ho. at the time Essie met her. wielded consider¬ 
able power. When Essie's train arrived in Shanghai after midnight on 
her 21. Soong was in the crowd that greeted the delegation. Essie 
would also spend two more days with her. On the evening of Decem¬ 
ber 12, alter the Chen Yi lecture, a small group of conferees met w'ith 
Soong over dinner at the Golden Gate Hotel. And the following day, 
w ith an even smaller group, or perhaps alone. Essie and Soong met for 
lunch at her home, a converted mansion in the old International Settle¬ 
ment of Shanghai. They talked at length about world politics, the revo¬ 
lutionary changes taking place in China, and especially the condition of 
women. Essie recalled that Soong Ching-ling pointed out to her the im- 
ance of the new Common Law Article 6. w hich gave new rights to 
women. Essie was impressed by this “fragile" but tough woman 
in her view, stood as a “magnificent example of courage, warm 
nity. and common sense." 74 

After the conference Essie traveled around the country, seeing 
ies-old landmarks like the Great Wall and various palaces and 
temples. In addition to Peking and Shanghai, her itinerary included 
a short stay in Nanking, then a visit to the northern city of Tientsin 
(Tianjin).’' The Chinese revolution was still very young, just two 
months old. So Essie was able to witness a socialist experiment in the 
making as local committees grappled with how to reconstruct their so¬ 
ciety after the ravages of civil war, and with political differences and 
social cleavages that were still very real. 

Essie s decision to go to China w as a bold and brazen political move 
in December of 1949. The communist forces of Mao Zedong had de- 
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dared victor)' over the Nationalist forces of Chiang Kai-Shek just 
months earlier before declaring the formation of the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC). The US. government, which had supported the Na¬ 
tionalists during the three-year civil war. immediately suspended diplo¬ 
matic ties with the new communist regime. U.S. banks refused to give 
the PRC access to Bank of China funds, and the American embassy 
closed up shop and followed Kuomintang leader Chiang Kai-shek into 
exile in Formosa (later Taiwan). So while Essie w asn’t breaking any laws 
by traveling to China, her actions were a dissident response to official 
U.S. foreign policy. 

Essie returned to the United States in January 1950, eager to talk to 
audiences about what she had seen in “the new China." She held a press 
conference the Monday after her return, and called upon the U.S. gov¬ 
ernment to formally recognize the PRC. One reporter observed admir¬ 
ingly that she "handled herself like an expert before a battery of camera¬ 
men and reporters." The Afro-American newspaper reported that Essie 
sharply "criticized Secretary (of State Dean] Acheson for ’talking in a 
vacuum on China,' and said he really knows nothing of w hat is going on 
there." In her typical irreverent manner, Essie bluntly advised Acheson 
to “get on his horse and go to China" so he could see firsthand what the 
Chinese people were doing and thereby establish the basis for a more 
fair and informed foreign policy. W hen she was challenged about the 
disrespectful tone of her comments, she quickly snapped back: "I have 
no respect for a Secretary of State unless he acts like one" adding that it 
was Acheson who should be accountable to her since she paid his salary 
as a taxpayer.’ 6 

Essie had harsh words for other U.S. government officials as well, and 
the State Department took all of those words seriously. The FBI kept an 
extensive file on Essie’s pro-China remarks and her relationships w ith 
Chinese diplomats like her friend Rung Pu Shen. In December 1950 an 
FBI surveillance report noted: "The file on captioned individual (Essie] 
has been reviewed for the purpose of determining whether she is of such 
professed communist China sympathy that she would present a threat 
in the event of hostilities with Communist China.”” Essie likely sus¬ 
pected she was under surveillance, but it did not deter her from speak¬ 
ing out loudly and w ith conviction. 

In a 1951 article in the newspaper Freedom . Essie drew parallels be¬ 
tween pre-revolutionary China and the Jim Crow South. She wrote: 
“Every Negro who has been called ‘George’ regardless of his right 
name, ‘Uncle’ regardless of his relationship, ’boy’ regardless of his age 
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.. who has not been allowed to enter the public libraries, parks, the¬ 
atres, stores; even.- Negro who has been denied proper respect, human 
tity and human rights—All these Negroes will be able to under¬ 
hand and fully appreciate what is happening in the Chinese Peoples 
iblic. In the new China, the old familiar signs, 'CHINESE and dogs 
allowed,’ have been torn down," with other painful reminders of 
■ era when British imperialists had their run of port cities like Shang- 
unimpeded by corrupt Chinese elites. 78 She suggested that the anti- 
tese racism that had dominated for years was a thing of the past, 
that womens rights were being advanced as well. 

Essie was inundated with invitations to speak about her China trip. 

agreed to do a speaking tour in 1950 that was coordinated hy her 
;nd and colleague Louise Thompson Patterson, a key member of the 
incil on African Affairs and the second wife of Communist Party 
:r William Patterson. 7 '* The purpose of Essie's tour w as to describe 
ina’s progress and promise. “Red Regime Lauded: New China Frees 
Masses, Mrs. Robeson Declares,” was the headline in one newspaper. 

the article itself, Essie was quoted as saving. “The new government 
tu-. emancipated the nation's peasants from the feudal system that has 
:d them for centuries.” She again compared the plight of the 
and peasants in China w ith that of the American Negro in the 
ith, then added. “For generations now, everyone has owned China 
but the Chinese people, and now they own it.” She concluded that the 
ited States would eventually Ik* forced to recognize the new regime 
China. “You just can't ignore 450 million people and their govern- 
:nt," she said. 80 Essie also spoke about her trip to the Soviet Union, 
lighting the progress that women were making both there and in 
the PRC. 

Essie talked to a wide range of groups aln>ut her travels in the East. 
The Centennial Christian Church hosted her in St. Louis. In Detroit, 
she spoke to an interdenominational alliance of clergy. But she espe¬ 
cially enjoyed speaking to women’s groups. The United Nationalities 
littee in Youngstown. Ohio, hosted a women's dinner at which 
Essie spoke about the conferences in Peking and Moscow. On Octo¬ 
ber 3,1954, she flew out to Oakland, California, for an engagement with 
the California State Association of Colored Women. In speeches like 
these, she challenged other women to become more involved in world 
affairs and more educated about global issues/ 1 

Essie also reached out specifically to the grassroots Black organiza¬ 
tions that had nurtured and sponsored her in her youth—and challenged 
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their members to think more globally. In March 1950, when Essie was 
passing through Detroit, her sorority sisters held a dinner there in her 
honor. She told them all about her China trip and even “broached the 
idea of their sponsoring a nursery for Chinese children." She reported 
that they were “crazy about the idea" and interested in sending books to 
the International Peace Hospital. Although there is no indication that 
these projects ever materialized, Essie was pleased that her Delta sisters 
were so open to her suggestion. She regretted only that similar propos¬ 
als for projects in Africa “left them cold.” 82 

Essie also made contact w ith the Chinese diplomatic community in 
New York when she returned from her trip, meeting in December 1950 
with Rung Pu Shen of the PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs and attend¬ 
ing a function hosted by China's U.N. delegation at the Waldorf Asto¬ 
ria Hotel two years later. There w-as likely other undocumented contact 
as well. Essie was quite open in her praise for China’s new communist 
government in the 1950s, and as a sympathetic journalist she was eager 
to monitor its progress. She particularly applauded the progress and 
leadership of women like Rung Pu Shen, w ho over the years became a 
valued personal friend. 10 

Essie was outspoken and never shy to express her views even when 
they were controversial, as hers were in the increasingly conservative 
climate of Cold War America. Wherever she went in the early 1950s. 
she was met w ith both praise and criticism, which did not seem to slow 
her down one bit. Opposition came w ith taking difficult stands. As long 
as controversy did not connote marginality or create isolation, she was 
fine. On this particular speaking tour, one of the first places she en¬ 
countered stiff protest was Minneapolis, Minnesota. She was scheduled 
to speak at the city's interracial and liberal Phyllis Wheatley House, a 
local community center where public forums were routinely held, but 
at the last minute the board of directors determined that “the commu¬ 
nity house was [not) the proper place for so controversial a figure as 
Mrs. Robeson." 84 Undeterred, the local members of the Civil Rights 
Congress, the sponsoring organization, found a new venue at the union 
hall of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), where Essie 
spoke to an overflow crowd. She seized the opportunity to talk about 
the new freedoms she had witnessed in China and her concerns about 
curtailed freedom of speech and censorship at home. The follow ing 
day, she spoke to students who gathered in the student union at the 
University of Minnesota. Opting not to stand behind a podium, Essie 
sat on a table, feet dangling over the side and wearing a dark suit and 
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stylish white hat, and engaged the students for hours in a relaxed 
tion about world politics. Essie praised China's new land-reform 
policy and the fact that, in China, “equality extends to the women, who 
arc recognized as citizens on the same basis as the men" 8 ' 

The small town of Arden, Delaw are, was the site of one of the most 
ense protests against Essie. In December 1952, she w as asked by a lib¬ 
eral organization, the Arden Club’s Scholars Guild, to come and speak 
about her research on Africa and her views on global atfairs. Because 
her recent visits to communist countries and her opposition to US. 
ntion in Korea, conservative groups responded to her appear- 
w ith protests that included death threats and harassing phone calls 
to her hosts. On the day of her speech, the organizers withstood a bar¬ 
rage of criticisms and harassment, but in the end the event was attended 
an audience of more than a hundred people, most of them favorably 
ined toward Essie’s message. She fielded a few hostile questions, but 
II she handled herself with confidence and aplomb.* 6 
During the early 1950s, Asia was in conflict and flux, and China was 
one site of contestation. War had broken out between commu- 
t North Korea and pro-Western South Korea in the summer of 
o, with China anil the Soviet Union supporting the north and the 
ted States and the United Nations supporting the south. Essie and 
Paul both spoke out against U.S. military involvement in Korea. One 
Essie’s largest audiences was on Randall’s Island in New York City 
August 20,1952, when she spoke at the “Peace under the Stars" rally 
a crowd of ten thousand that had gathered at the Triboro Stadium. 
This time the crowd was large and supportive. A veteran's group had 
tened to protest the event but they did not. The rally represented 
« broad left-of-ccnter coalition against US. militarism. It took place a 
little over a week after the U.S. Air Force dropped 650 tons of bombs on 
North Korean cities. Essie was one of a number of prominent New York 
peace activists, a group that included religious, civic, and lalxir leaders. 
Essie denounced US. involvement in Korea, condemned the arms race, 
and called for peace and peaceful coexistence.* 7 

In the late 1940s and early 1950s. as the Cold War began and political 
ranee took hold in the United States, Essie was indeed engaged in 
“American argument" much bigger and fiercer than her book-bound 
nges with Pearl Buck. It was an argument about race and vio¬ 
lence (Rosa Ingram and the attacks on Paul Jr.'s wedding); about China 
•nd self-determination; about peaceful co-existence (with the Soviet 
Union); about the right to dissent (Peekskil! and her own disrupted 
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speaking engagements); and about the narrowness and exclusivity of 
the two-party system (the Progressive Party initiative). And for Essie, it 
continued to be an argument about African and African American free¬ 
dom movements, and about the United States' role in either furthering 
or obstructing that freedom. 
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(top): Eslanda at the American Continental Congress for Peace Conference 
in Mexico City, 1949. Paul and Eslanda Goode Robeson Collection, Howard 
University, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Manuscript Division. 

Eslanda at a press conference at Hotel McAlpin in New York City, February 1952. 
Daily Worker/Daily World Photographs Collection, Tamiment Library, 
New York University. 








(top): Eslanda (centerfront) with the Progressive Party’s Peace Delegation, 
circa 1948. Daily Worker/Daily World Photographs Collection, 
Tamiment Library, New York University. 

Eslanda with friends Alphacus Hunton and Louise Thompson Patterson 
as she boards a plane for one of her many trips, circa 1958. Daily Worker/ 
Daily World Photographs Collection, Tamiment Library, 

New York University. Photo by Cecil Layne. 
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( top ): Eslanda with co-auihor Pearl Buck, circa 1949. Paul and Eslanda Goode 
Robeson Collection, Howard University, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, 

Manuscript Division. 


Eslanda and Paul at the “Peace under the Stars” rally at Randalls Island, N.Y., 
August 20.1952. Associated Press/Matty Zimmerman. 











(ropy. F.slanda, on the campaign trail, with 1948 Progressive Party presidential 
candidate. Henry Wallace (third from right), H. Lester Hutchinson, British Li 
MP (secondfrom left), and Michele Giua, Italian socialist senator (secondfrom n 
Portland, Oregon, circa 1949. Paul and Eslanda Goode Robeson Collection, Ho 
University, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Manuscript Division. 

Eslanda testifying before Senator Joseph McCarthy’s US. Senate Permanent 
Subcommittee on Investigations of the Committee on Government Operations, 
Washington, D.C., July 7,1953. Akademie der Kiinste, Berlin, Paul Robeson 
Archives/photo by UPI/Bettmann Newsphoto. 






(top): Howard Fast receiving the 1953 Stalin Peace Prize with (from left) 
Shirley Graham Du Bois. Paul and Eslanda, and W. E. B. Du Bois (secondfrom 
~bt). Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers University Libraries/ 

Julius Lazarus. 


Eslanda speaking with U.N. Secretary-General Dag HammarskjOld at the U.N. 
headquarters in New York, 1958. Paul and Eslanda Goode Robeson Collection, 
Howard University, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Manuscript Division. 










(top): Eslanda in Australia with a Maori “challenge" stall that was given to her in 
New Zealand, i960. © Newspix / News Ltd / 3rd Party Managed Reproduction 

& Supply Rights. 


Eslanda with the Prime .Minister of Burma, U Xu, 1950s. From the 
personal collection of Paul Robeson Jr. 












(top): Eslanda (right) with (from left) Alphaeus Hunton, Shirley Graham Du Bois, 
and President Kwame Nkrumah at the All-African Peoples’ Conference in Accra. 
Ghana. December 1958. Paul and Eslanda Goode Robeson Collection, Howard 
University, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Manuscript Division. 

Eslanda with friends and colleagues, Belgian Congo. 1946. Paul and Eslanda 
Goode Robeson Collection, Howard University, Moorland-Spingarn 
Research Center, Manuscript Division. 





■p): Eslanda speaking at a public library lecture. Port of Spain, Trinidad, April 21,1958. 
iturc Prime Minister of Guyana, Cheddi Jagan sits in front of the podium in a white 
. Paul and Eslanda Goode Robeson Collection, Howard University, Moorland- 
Spingarn Research Center, Manuscript Division/Photo by Shahadath Mohammed. 


a greeted by Janet Jagan, future Prime Minister of Guyana, in Trinidad, April 21, 
1958. Cheddi Jagan Research Centre, Guyana/Photo by Shahadath Mohammed. 
Photo courtesy of Nadira Jagan-Brancier. 














(top): Eslanda with Senator Theophilus Albert Marryshow of Grenada at the 
West Indies Federation in Trinidad, April 1958. Paul and Eslanda Goode Robeson 
Collection, Howard University, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, 
Manuscript Division. 


Eslanda and Paul in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, 1958. Akademie der Kiinste, Berlin, 
Paul Robeson Archives. 







(top): Eslanda and Paul seated with Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev (thirdfrom 
left), at his vacation retreat near Yalta. Crimea, 1958. Library of Congress. 

Eslanda speaks in Berlin at a mass rally for the International Commemoration 
Day for the Victims of Fascist Terror, September 13,1959. Paul and Eslanda 
Goode Robeson Collection, Howard University, Moorland-Spingarn 
Research Center, Manuscript Division. 





(top): Eslanda ( center ) at the trial of alleged Nazi collaborator Hans Globke, 
before the East German Supreme Court, July 8,1963. Bundesarchiv, 
Bild i83-Bo7o8-ooi4-oo4/Eva Briiggmann. 


Eslanda (right) at the Women's International Democratic Federation Conference, 
Moscow, November 1949, with trade unionist Pearl Laws (center) and American 
Labor Party activ ist Ada Jackson (left). Paul and Eslanda Goode Robeson Collection. 
Howard University, Moorland-Spingam Research Center, Manuscript Division. 






(lop): F.slanda speaking with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in London, October 
1961. Claudia Jones Memorial Photograph Collection, Photographs and Prints 
Division, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, The New York 
Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 

From left: Claudia Jones, Paul, Amy Ashwood Garvey, and F.slanda with 
friends in London, circa 1959. Claudia Jones Memorial Photograph Collection, 
Photographs and Prints Division, Schomburg Center for Research in Black 
Culture, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 





(top): Eslanda and Paul with Nigerian students, London, circa 1961 
Akademie der Kiinste, Berlin, Paul Robeson Archives. 


Eslanda speaking at “Africa Women’s Day" as part of the All-African Women’s 
Freedom Movement at the State Ballroom Hall in London. December 7,1961. 
On the left, Claudia Jones sits next to Kwesi Armah, Ghana’s High Commissioner 
to Britain and Nkrumah's Minister of Foreign Trade. Claudia Jones Memorial 
Photograph Collection, Photographs and Prints Division, Schomburg Center 
for Research in Black Culture, The New York Public Library, Astor, 

Lenox and Tildcn Foundations. 

















(top): Paul and Eslanda Robeson in 1965. From the personal collection 
of Paul Robeson Jr. 


Three generations of the Robesons (left to right , top raw): Paul Jr.’s wife, Marilyn; 
Eslanda; and Paul Jr.; (left to right , bottom raw): Susan, Paul, and David, 1957. 
From the personal collection of Paul Robeson Jr. 
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THE UNITED NATIONS 
AND A WORLD POLITICAL 
FAMILY, 1950-1956 


The biggest, most widespread, most diverse, most cantankerous 
and most potentially wonderful family, the World Family known 
as the United Nations Organization, has been in labor. 

Eslanda Robeson 

By the early 1950s Essie’s international interests were not just centered 
in Africa but spanned all of the colonized and post-colonial world, as 
well as socialist and communist countries around the globe. Her intel¬ 
lectual interests were broad as well. Although she was both a journalist 
and anthropologist, she sought to research, understand, and write about 
changing global realities not as a disinterested scholar or an ostensibly 
impartial reporter, but as a passionate and engaged historical actor, a 
scholar-activist, and a radical writer trying to both uncover the truth 
and influence the future. “The death moans of colonialism can be heard 
around the world mingled with the cries for self-government and inde¬ 
pendence and the shouts for peace and freedom," she wrote with excited 
anticipation. 1 Her own voice was among those shouting for peace and 
freedom, from the pages of newspapers and magazines and from the 
speaker’s podium at venues throughout the United States and around 
the world. In her role as a journalist and U.N. correspondent, she also 
sometimes whispered her views discreetly into the ears of the policy¬ 
makers and power brokers to whom she had access. 

With her speaking tour in 1950, and a series of articles that she pub¬ 
lished after her 1949-1950 trip to China and the Soviet Union, Essie 
felt she was truly coming into her own as a journalist, public speaker, 






and writer on international affairs. In 1952 she became a regular corre¬ 
spondent for the New World Review , a Communist-allied leftist jour¬ 
nal that reported on global issues and took a sympathetic view of both 
the USSR and China. “The purpose of our magazine is to bring the 
American people better understanding of the Soviet Union, Peoples 
China, and the people’s liberation movements everywhere,” the mis¬ 
sion statement read. This affiliation gave Essie press credentials and a 
desk in the U.N. press room. A wide range of progressive writers and 
thinkers joined Essie in contributing to New World Review. Later in 
1952 Essie also became the journal’s editorial consultant on Negro and 
colonial issues. In addition, she wrote for various Black publications, in¬ 
cluding th e Afro-American, the Pittsburgh Courier, the Associated Negro 
Press, Challenge , the Sun Reporter, the California Eagle , and the Amster¬ 
dam News. From 1950 to 1955, Essie also contributed writings to Free- 
dom, the short-lived but influential newspaper that Paul had launched in 
November of 1950. The publication was ably edited by respected orga¬ 
nizer Louis Burnham, but also buoyed by the efforts of three women 
whom Essie would later befriend and work more elosely with on vari¬ 
ous projects in the years that followed: a young emerging playwright. 
Lorraine Hansberrv; actress and writer Alice Childress; and aetress and 
activist Beah Richards. 

As for Essie, she was extremely prolific and outspoken, cranking out 
nearly two hundred articles and essays and delivering more than two 
hundred speeches during the late 1940s and 1950s. 2 Essie’s initial focus 
in her political writing was the continent of Africa, but she widened her 
purview—and network—over the next decade and a half as she gained 
journalistic prominence and experience. I ler perch at the United Na¬ 
tions provided her a special vantage point from which to observe global 
politics at work. She met and befriended a wide range of diplomats, 
writers, translators, and scholars from Latin America, Asia, the Carib¬ 
bean, Africa, and Europe. Driven by her insatiable intellectual curi¬ 
osity about the world, she ultimately created a niche for herself as a 
writer and observer of global affairs. No matter what part of the world 
she covered, Essie was a vociferous defender of the right of colonized 
people to self-rule, an unwavering critic of U.S. racism and chauvin¬ 
ism, and a strong advocate of peace and disarmament. “I am very happv 
to be able in some small way to participate in this work of searching 
out, accumulating, analyzing and then sharing constructive informa¬ 
tion about the countries and peoples of our New World,” she reflected 
in a 1954 speech.' 
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In her coverage of international affairs, Essie always made clear the 
connections to domestic issues. For example, in an article for the New 
World Review called “What Is a Ghetto? Lessons from the Warsaw 
Ghetto Uprising for All People," Essie explicitly tied the treatment of 
Jews in Poland to that of Blacks in the United States. The article was 
based on a speech she gave at a rally in New York on April 20,1954, to 
irk the eleventh anniversary of the uprising by Jewish residents of 
Warsaw against Nazi aggression and genocide in Poland. “Nearly every 
rro knows what Ghettoes are," she began. “The Ghetto may be 
called by another name. But. .. most of us now understand the sinister 
of the Ghetto. It is the place into which a section of the popu- 
>n is herded, and forced to live —alienated, segregated, separated 
from the rest of the population, and then subjected to exploitation, 
lse and attack. The Ghetto is a pool for cheap labor. It is a source 
high profits on rundown, outmoded housing. It is even a convenient 
:e to run amok and kill people when the so-called advanced civilized, 
ior people feel the urge to some kind of destruction, a Pogrom, a 
t, a Lynching.’’ 4 She then drew parallels between Jewish resistance 
Nazi terror, the resistance to housing segregation in Detroit, and the 
it against the brutality of Apartheid in South Africa. 

Essie called on Black people to see their fate as tied to that specifi- 
of other people of color worldwide. “We Negroes are becoming 
the more impatient as we learn about what is going on among the 
:d peoples elsewhere in the great wide wonderful world. Our 
ts beat faster when we learn that Africans in the Gold Coast are 
ling themselves, and that Africans in Nigeria will soon be doing 
dse. We hold our breath with anxiety and sympathy for Africans in 
th Africa who have organized with Indians and colored people there 
resist Malan’s vicious policy of Apartheid. We worry about Africans 
Kenya who are undergoing genocide,” she wrote in 1955. 5 
Essie covered the United Nations at a turbulent time in her own 
As will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 12, she and Paul 
under siege at home from the anti-communist crusades of Sena- 
■ Joe McCarthy and his disciples. She could have become fearful and 
1-focused but instead she looked outward to the rest of the world, 
fie refused to be intimidated by her own government or back away 
covering the most controversial international stories of the day. 
the spring of 1953, for example, Essie reported on the Tenth Inter¬ 
Scan Conference in Caracas, Venezuela, that brought together 
ites from North and South America. The U.S. delegation was led 
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by U.S. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, who “forced throuL : 
an anti-communist resolution and then left the conference, accordin 
to Essie’s coverage. She criticized Dulles sharply. After Dulles left, th 
conference focused primarily on issues of “racism and colonialism." 6 

Essie was careful not to stereotype or idealize leaders in the Thir 
World either, and she was willing to report on the internal problem 
and contradictions of their governments as well. People of color wer 
not monolithic or immune to criticism. There was a right wing and 
left wing in every national context, and Essie unapologetically loca:~ 
herself on the Left. After the conference in Venezuela, she w rote that 
number of Latin American countries represented at the gathering w er 
languishing under dictatorships. “It is freely admitted that Presides 
Jimenez of Venezuela has one of the most complete and ruthless right 
wdng military dictatorships in all Latin America, and that Trujillo of th 
Dominican Republic, Somoza of Nicaragua, and Batista of Cuba ar 
all recognized as despots ” she wrote, bluntly. “Costa Rica and Guate 
mala, two of the more democratic regimes in Latin America, public! 
protested against some of these dictatorships at the Caracas gather 
ing." 7 These internal struggles over politics and power within the Thir 
World were as important as the big w'orldwddc contestations, and they 
w'ere related. 

Essie applauded the Guatemalan delegation for taking a defiant 
stance against autocracy in Latin America and for “opposing] em¬ 
phatically the internationalization of McCarthy ism" by the United 
States. 8 By this, she meant that the Guatemalans were opposing the 
push for smaller countries to choose sides in the Cold War. The Guate¬ 
malan government paid for that defiance less than a year later when the 
CIA orchestrated a coup that overthrew the government of the demo¬ 
cratically elected president, Jacobo Arbenz Guzman. When the coup 
occurred, Essie raised her pen in protest against the “barbarous attack' 
in an essay for New World Review. And she criticized the United Nations 
for its slow and tepid response to the pleas for help from the “defense¬ 
less and desperate” government of Guatemala. 9 

Around the same time, Essie weighed in on another heated de¬ 
bate: over whether the United Nations should seat leaders from the 
five-year-old government of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) or 
exiled nationalist leaders in Formosa (Taiwan) who claimed to be the 
legitimate representatives of the Chinese people. A strong supporter 
of the PRC, especially after her 1949 visit, Essie predictably advocated 
for seating the communist-led government from the mainland. The 
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that the United Nations had refused to seat a PRC representative, 
;rring instead to the relatively small anti-communist leadership in 
exile, infuriated Essie, and she made her views known through her writ- 
and speeches. 10 In a January 1956 essay, she argued that the “Man 
Formosa” had the “least claim of all to membership" in the United 
ions and that his "presence deprives the 600,000,000 people of the 
lese People’s Republic of their rightful seat at the family (United 
dons) council table!” She went on to write, “No one in his right 
id who is aware of the present day facts of life, would continue to 
that the representatives of Formosa truly represent anyone except 
lg Kai-Shek and his followers." 11 Essie then outlined the progress 
la had made in women’s health and education, especially in rural 
and concluded that much “might be gained from the presence 
People’s China in the United Nations.” 12 Even though the United 
tions was becoming more representative of the world, more “multi- 
Essie argued it was still excluding millions of Chinese for 
on the wrong side of the Cold War divide. 

Throughout the 1950s, the United Nations was a critical forum for 
>ate and political maneuvering as nations jostled to gain power, 
lbership in the United Nations was a major goal —and point of 
intion—because it conferred legitimacy, diplomatic relevance, and 
to rights and resources. There were epic struggles within newly 
indent and post-revolutionary nations to set borders and estab- 
new political structures. The victors of those battles were granted 
membership. Essie’s disappointment about China’s exclusion was 
iwhat tempered by the inclusion of sixteen new member states in 
mid to late 1950s. “The biggest, most widespread, most diverse, 
cantankerous and most potentially wonderful family, the World 
lily known as the United Nations Organization, has been in labor,” 
wrote—and was finally giving birth. 1 * 

\et another critical issue facing the United Nations in the mid-1950s 
France’s battle to retain control over its North African colony 
Algeria. Essie followed the debate about Algeria through various 
:es, including the foreign press, and wrote passionately on the sub- 
Responding specifically to the fierce struggle in Algeria, Essie 
>te: “The death moans of colonialism can be heard around the world 
;led with the cries for self-government and independence, and the 
its for peace and freedom,” adding that “the formerly quiet, as- 
1 , occasionally arrogant voices of the Colonial Powers are not so 
lfident these days.” 14 In an article for the New World Review , Essie 
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further outlined what she believed was at stake in the debate over Alge¬ 
ria: that Algeria posed a challenge to the United Nations as an instil 
tion that claimed to be an honest broker for international peace, and 
that the fragile and eclectic alliance of Third World nations coalt 
to wage a fight on Algeria’s behalf could represent a major shift in the 
balance of power in the world. 

At first, France would not even acknowledge that the Algerian qu< 
tion was a legitimate issue for the United Nations to take up. Fi 
argued this was an internal matter, since Algeria was, France els 
“part of Metro political France.” The fact that Algeria lay across the 
Mediterranean on a different continent, Essie argued, was se< 
irrelevant to the French because France was still espousing the mil 
bending illogic of colonial rule. 15 So the first order of business was 
get Algeria on the agenda of the U.N. General Assembly. Initially, the 
fifteen-member general committee that set the agendas for the 
refused. But a coalition of primarily Black and Brown nations ignt 
that decision and took the issue to the floor of the General Ass 
bly anyway, requesting a special vote. “There was a bitter hard foi 
battle in the General Committee over the Algerian Question,” Essie i 
plained in one of her essays on the subject. “The Colonial Powers 
the fight in the less representative body . . . [but] after another bit 
battle [through a process of appeal, the progressive forces] defeated the 
Colonial Powers and won inscription of the item on the agenda.” 16 

Citing the spirit of Bandung (referring to the 1955 ‘unity’ confei 
of Third World non-aligned nations), Essie declared that no 
can the United Nations be labeled “a Colonial Club.” 17 She quoted 
friend Krishna Menon, a bold and outspoken Indian represent 
who eloquently and defiantly proclaimed from the floor of the Uni 
Nations: “In this room ... if an empire cannot be overthrown, if a 
queror cannot be displaced, if lost liberty cannot be re-won, then \i 
few of us would have a place here.” 18 In covering the role and scope 
the United Nations, and the controversial issues like Algeria that 
before the body, Essie often focused her stories on the voices of 
who, like Menon, had taken great risks and made many sacrifices to I 
leat colonial rule in their own countries and had come to the Ur 
Nations to enlarge the contested meaning of postcolonial freedom, 
a series of articles about Menon, Essie admiringly reminded her re; 
that he was often referred to as “India’s trouble maker” and “Nel 
bad bov” for his militant anti-colonial stance and refusal to play 
War politics. Essie respected the fact that Menon was not afraid, in 
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said confines of the United Nations, to ask hard questions, to express 
inger at the lack of an adequate response, or to speak in defense of the 
ssed and powerless from Asia to Africa. 19 
Another contested issue that came before the United Nations in the 
;os was the case of French-controlled Cameroon in Central Africa. 
:roon was supposed to be under the jurisdiction and oversight of 
U.N. Trusteeship Council. But, Essie reported, U.N. officials and 
its were looking the other way as France continued to dominate 
and overpower its former colonies. “Although hundreds of petitions 
the Camerouns [claiming violent and illegal repression of inde- 
:nce forces) have flooded the UN," Essie wrote, “France so far 
made no report, no comments, upon the apparently very alarming 
ition there, and has merely said in answer to pressing questions, that 
petitions come from ‘communist organizations.'” Whatever their 
:ical leanings, Essie argued, the U.N. member nations were still re- 
iible for protecting the rights of the people of Cameroon and for 
litoring France’s actions—and they were falling far short of that 
ition. Like so many of the parts of the world that she wrote about, 
had a personal connection to Cameroon. She had met and corre- 
led with Ndeh Ntumazah, the militant leader of the Union of the 
ties of Cameroon (UPC), and the One Kamerun (OK) movement. 
>n his return to Cameroon from a trip to the United States in 1958, 
lazah wrote to Essie thanking her for her support and assuring her 
‘your name will remain ever fresh in our minds.” 20 
In her writings, Essie took very seriously the fact that action or in¬ 
ion—by the United Nations meant life or death in colonized terri- 
ies and for anti-colonial fighters like Ntumazah. Would the United 
itions allow r colonial powers to do w r hat they wanted, as long as they 
that “progress” was being made? Did the United Nations have 
right and the ability to intervene? These were key questions in the 
when colonialism was crumbling in some places and clinging to 
in others. 

As she watched the United Nations grow and mature, Essie was also 
: ul about the growing role of women in that governing body and in 
imatic circles, although she lamented the relatively small numbers 
women in key positions. In July 1954 she w'rote the article “Women 
the United Nations,” in which she praised the “interesting and color- 
women who worked for the United Nations as national delegates 
staff. She highlighted Agda Rossel of Sweden, “with a stunning 
■hite streak in her dark hair;” the “quiet wistful-looking” Mitra Mitro- 
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vie from Yugoslavia, and rhe “plump and irrepressible” Fortuna At 
tin Guery of Haiti. The physical descriptions reflect the personal 
nections and sense of familiarity and affection Essie felt toward 
women, but her real source of pride was not in their appearances 
in their work. All three were advocates for women in their resj 
countries, and added women’s concerns to the larger U.N. debates.. 
in their strong, articulate, and confident presence in the predomii 
male assembly, they demonstrated to the world the power and pott 
of women’s leadership. Rossel, for example, a Swedish Social D« 
crat trained as a social worker who went on to become a leading 
for women’s issues and human rights in the international arena, sei 
as the first woman “head of mission” to the United Nations w hen 
was appointed Swedish ambassador in 1958. Mitrovic, a Cor 
Party leader from Serbia and wife of Yugoslav Minister Milovan Dji 
was an educator who wrote and lectured on the challenges and ii 
tance of mass education and educational access for women. And Ai 
tin CJuery was not only a diplomat but also a fiction w riter, hist< 
and memoirist who served on the U.N. Commission on the Status 
Women after its formation, and was considered a respected eul 
figure and intellectual in Haiti: she wrote about poverty, the Hait 
revolution, and women’s status in society. 21 

In July 1953, Essie covered the eighth annual gathering of 
eighteen-member U.N. Commission on the Status of Women 22 
commission was an advisory body, but its deliberations drew public s 
tention to the plight and struggles of women all over the world, 
resolution put forth by delegates from Haiti and Iran called for woi 
to have “complete freedom in the choice of a spouse. . . . [and for] 
rights of widows to custody of their children and their freedom 
remarriage.” 23 Another resolution called for member nations to 
the necessary steps to ensure that women have equal access with 
to all types of education, without distinction as to nationality, race 
religion." Other proposals called for equal pay and full voting rights 
women. Essie applauded all of these measures as steps in the right 
rection, even if there was still a long way to go. 

She also turned her attention to equality within the United Na 
itself. In a 1958 article, she noted that there were only twelve female 
delegates to the General Assembly and tw r o dozen female alternates, 
expressed her hope “that some day in the near future the world 01 
nization, the United Nations, w ill properly represent the people of I 
world; not only the nations, but also the people of the world. This 
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n that membership in the organization will be universal and that 
ien will be adequately represented in the delegations.” 24 
The constellation of U.N. diplomats, journalists, translators, and 
aiT became a special community for Essie in the 1950s. She enjoyed 
:ndly relations with her fellow U.N. reporters and observers, enjoy- 
cotfee and lunch discussions with them when she was there. She 
• had ties to the Chinese and Soviet representatives and made a spe- 
effort to reach out to and befriend the women delegates, alternate 
tgates, and aides of various ranks and ages and from a wide range of 
ntries. Essie even enjoyed a rapport with the security guards, who 
ted her absence to her friends when they had not seen her for awhile. 
In some ways the U.N. reporters and diplomats that Essie befriended 
came a kind of second family to her. Special among them was Ruth 
Rue") Gage-Colby, with whom she enjoyed an especially tender and 
ving friendship. Rue was a white middle-class Midwesterner, the wife 
a respected physician and a prominent woman in the civic life of 
inneapolis. Rue had been politicized by World War II, the threat of 
dear proliferation after the war, and the possibilities for change rep¬ 
ented by the rise of newly independent nations of Asia and Africa, 
became an anti-imperialist and a peace crusader—and she was unre- 
ing in her commitment. A prominent figure in the Women’s Inter- 

-ional League for Peace and Freedom and Women Strike for Peace, 

Rue, like Essie, had traveled around the world many times over: always 
on a mission, a delegation, a journey of purpose and discovery. Both 
women were in San Francisco for the founding of the United Nations 
m 1945 and both observed and wrote about that international body for 
nearly twenty years. Rue befriended and sought to influence politicians 
and diplomats from Hubert Humphrey to U.N. Secretary-General 
Dag Hammarskjold. She and Essie had much in common, and were in 
very close communication for many years. 

By the early 1960s, Rue considered Essie Robeson to be her dear¬ 
est friend. “I am lost without you. Never have I had such a precious 
triend,” Rue wrote in i960. 2 ' When Essie was sick and hospitalized, Rue 
longed to “sit by your bedside if only to watch you [sleep].” 26 There 
was a warm affection between these two dear friends that had grown 
trom their common social and political projects. Ruth trusted Essie 
unequivocally. She sought her advice at critical moments as she moved 
around the world. She confided in her about the internal fights and ten¬ 
sions among political allies, and asked her to intervene in thorny inter¬ 
national situations. There was an emotional and political understand- 
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ing between these confidantes that animated the mutual affection and 
respect they had for one another. 27 

Essie’s friendship with Rue came at a pivotal time in her life. In 195* 
just when she was hitting her stride as a writer and U.N. correspom 
she was diagnosed with breast cancer. She relied on Rue and others for 
emotional support. In the fall of 1956 she had a mastectomy at Beth 
Israel Hospital in New York. Refusing to succumb to fear or pessimi 
Essie wrote to her triend Cedric Belfrage in London in October, “I have 
been ill,” she explained, but “oddly enough, I feel no self-conscioi 
whatsoever at the loss of a breast, and my recovery has been r< 
able." Six weeks later she was back at the United Nations writing 
colleagues about the conflict between Egypt and Israel over the Si 
Peninsula. She wrote to her friend George Murphy thanking him for 
his support during her hospitalization. She felt as though her suet 
ful treatment had given her “a second chance," and she was going 
“reorganize" her life to be more effective in her work and healtl 
overall. 28 

By i960, Essie’s work was having a real impact. Through her tra\ 
lectures, writing, and advocacy, she came in contact with thoi 
of people. She represented a Black American voice staunchly in sup¬ 
port of socialist societies from the Soviet Union to China to Cuba, and 
was an unyielding advocate of self-determination and freedom not 01 
for Africa, but for the entire Third World. She also stood up to 
War repression and refused to pledge unconditional loyalty to any na-] 
tion —including her own —that in her mind oppressed her people (de¬ 
fined broadly) and betrayed its own principles. She embraced a radi 
Black transnationalism and presaged the emergence of Black fei 
notions of intersectionality in the late twentieth century. One meast 
of her influence and success in these arenas was the continued int 
est of the FBI, which monitored her work at the United Nations 
instructed agents to report “any possible misuse of her accreditatk 
Clearly they were looking for an opportunity to silence her. She reft 
to be silenced. 29 

A progressive publication with which Essie had a unique and cl 
association in the 1950s was the journal Freedom. Founded as an out¬ 
let for radical voices that were being increasingly censored in the 
War climate, Freedom's masthead read: “Where one is enslaved, all are 
in chains." The journal was named after the first independent Black- 
newspaper published in the United States, in i827. i0 It included articl 
columns, and editorials by some of the leading Black Left thinkers and 
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activists of the 1950s, including African National Congress leader Wal¬ 
ter Sisulu, James Baldwin, and W. E. B. Du Bois. Its scope was thor¬ 
oughly international, covering news and political movements from 
Vietnam to Kenya to Guiana (Guyana) to India. It was, for nearly five 
years beginning in 1950, a critical lens through which readers could 
view, learn about, and weigh in on the growing movement for Third 
World liberation. The changing tactics of the Puerto Rican indepen¬ 
dence movement; the sweeping arrest of tens of thousands of Kenyans, 
and their containment in “concent ration camps” by the British in re¬ 
sponse to the Mau Mau uprisings; the detention of Cheddi Jagan and 
other Guyanese anti-colonial figures; the sustained protests against the 
>riously repressive “pass laws” in South Africa —all were reported 
the pages ol Freedom in the early 1950s, along with reports from 
itants in the Southern civil rights movement like Robert Williams, 
jwhose article appeared in the June 1952 issue. 31 One particularly pre- 
;nt article by Paul in March of 1954, entitled “Ho Chi Minh IsTous- 
samt L’Ouverture of Indo China,” foreshadowed the growing global 
lificance of the Vietnam W r ar. 52 Essie was proud to be associated 
th such a cutting-edge publication. 

The second important characteristic of Freedom was that it had a de- 
idly pro-feminist bent. Women were prominently featured both 
itributors and as subjects of news articles. The roster of women 
iters, editors, and columnists was extensive, and included among 
ly others Jane Gilbert, Charlotte Dorsey, Janet Wilson, Shirley 
tam, and Linda Lewis. In addition, womens leadership and roles 
world history were celebrated in feature stories and news. For ex- 
1, there were articles on I larrict Tubman and Ida B. Wells Barnet; 

1 teature on the organizing efforts of Nina Evans, a “leader of Domestic 
rkers"; an article on women quilters who were telling the story of the 
;k Freedom movement through their artistry; another article titled 
Kikuyu Women March on the Prison Compounds”; another on 
ith Africa titled “Women Lead Tenants Council Demonstrations”; 
yet another, on efforts by low-income New York families to secure 
;nt housing. 33 In addition, in one issue whose cover story was “the 
of Alrica,” significantly, symbolically, that face was a woman’s face. 

the headline did not qualify or temper its assertion by labeling 
image “the mother or daughter of Africa,” but rather implied that 
i was the face of all of Africa. 

Freedom only lasted five years, but Essie appreciated its unique, 
tdbreaking role. After struggling for so many years to earn the 
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attention ot publishers and editors, Essie was rewarded at Freedom with 
a chance to write on her own terms.* 4 Essie wrote several articles and 
reviews and supported and distributed the publication at her speal 
engagements.* 5 

As Essie moved around the globe, writing prolifically about intei 
tional affairs, observing profound changes in the world, and intcrvenii 
where she could, she felt increasingly connected to a varied, ecle< 
and transnational group of friends and colleagues—a group that she 
would eventually describe as her “world political family." They s| 
a myriad of languages and inhabited different cultures. Her politi 
passions flowed from these relationships. Her interest in Africa, forex- 
ample, was stimulated and deepened by the African students and ot 
Black intellectuals she had met in London and Europe in the 1930s ai 
later in Africa: Kenyatta, Kojo, Bokwe, Xuma, and others. And af 
meeting Gandhi in 1931 and developing a close friendship with Jat 
harlal Nehru and his sister Vijaya Lakshmi (Nan) Pandit, she wot 
develop a lifelong interest in the cause of Indian freedom. Finally, wl 
her ties to the Caribbean were not as deep or longstanding as 
Africa, she did take a keen interest in the anti-colonial and revolut 
ary rumblings in that region as well, in part due to her personal 
ship with Cheddi and Janet Jagan.* 6 

There were three women whose decades-long friendships with Es 
best reflect her transnational identity and both personal and polit 
allegiances: Shirley Graham Du Bois, Vijaya Lakshmi (Nan) Pai 
and Janet Jagan —all three of whom appeared in the pages of 
on more than one occasion. Essie felt a kindred connection to tl 
women in different ways and for slightly different reasons. And 
though she was never in daily contact with any of them and freqi 
found herself writing to them from different parts of the world, tl 
were her political sisters and there was genuine affection and mi 
respect among all four of these intellectuals, strategists, and outsj 
leaders. 

Essie met Shirley Graham Du Bois when she was still Shirley Gral 
and an aspiring playwright taking courses at Yale University. When 
were first in contact, Essie was studying for her Ph.D. at the Kei 
School of Missions at the Hartford Seminary, and itching for grt 
intellectual companionship. So it was timely that the smart and si 
larly hungry young writer came her way when she did. Even thoi 
Shirley’s initial contact was to explore the possibility of Paul accej 
a role in one of her plays, it was her friendship with Essie that deepex 
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and endured. The answer to the request of Paul, via Essie, was no. The 
nse to the gesture of friendship, and the invitation that Essie read 
e of her work, was yes. The year was 1940. Their friendship lasted 
ty-five years. 

After Shirley married W. E. B. Du Bois in 1951, the two couples 
closer. Essie and Shirley combined their talents on several politi- 
projccts: Freedom , which Shirley co-founded with Paul, and which 
ie wrote for; Sojourners for Truth and Justice, which they both 
d; and the Council on African Affairs, of which they were both 
e members. They also shared a commitment to African liberation 
les and a deep interest in communist movements throughout the 
Id. Both women were targets of FBI surveillance and had their pass- 
s confiscated because of their politics. And they each lived, worked, 
struggled in the shadows of famous husbands. Shirley's son David 
ribed his mother’s friendship with Essie as “intense," complex, and 
times a bit bumpy.’ They were two very strong-willed women and 
not surprising that they did not always see eye to eye. The nature 
the difference that David Du Bois refers to is unspecified, but the 
bility of their friendship is self-evident. A high point of Essie and 
ley's friendship was in 1958 when they walked arm in arm with the 
ng Ghanaian president Kwame Nkrumah into a reception in Accra 
bration of the first year of the country’s independence. They later 
next to one another during the historic proceedings of the All Africa 
les’ Conference.’* Both women were beaming in photos taken that 
’. After years of anti-colonial agitation the Accra gathering was a 
point. That same year Essie and Shirley celebrated New Year’s Eve 
er with their husbands in Moscow at an elegant gala hosted by 
iet leaders. 

Shirley was a prolific writer and historian. She was the author of more 
n a dozen books, including a short biography of Paul Robeson in 
. She moved with W. E. B. Du Bois to Ghana in 1961 where thev 
became citizens, and where he died two years later. Shirley died 
the People’s Republic of China in 1977. Like Essie, she was a Black 
ican woman whose sense of herself extended well bevond the 
ries of the United States and who developed a deep and abiding 
itment to radical politics and anti-colonial ideals over the course 
life and career. 

Vijaya Lakshmi (Nan) Pandit first entered Essie’s life indirectly 
she met Paul in London in 1932 during a turbulent time in his and 
's relationship. Pandit was in London with her husband, Ranjit, 
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and went backstage after one of Paul’s Showboat performances, thorn 
Essie was not there. The two families connected again in 1938, ah 
Paul and Essie had reconciled, and when Pandit was visiting Londt 
with her brother Jawaharlal Nehru, the future prime minister of Indu 
Essie liked them both right away, as did Paul, and they invited them t 
their apartment for dinner, an evening that Pandit described as “memo 
rable” — full of good food, meaningful conversation, and good humo: 
Paul and Nehru later shared a podium at a massive Indian indepen 
dence rally at Kingsway Hall in Govern Gardens, where Paul offere 
high praise for the charismatic Indian leader and his Congress Part 
comrades. Nan sent a personal note to Essie after their first meeting. * 
feel as though we were old friendsshe wrote, thanking Essie for ik 
“ kindness and friendship .” i9 

As for Nehru, he was quite the charmer and Essie confided to 
mutual friend that she found him one of the most “fascinating men" sh 
had ever met—which was meaningful given that Essie had met q 
few fascinating men in her time. In turn, Nehru was quite fond of 
When he had difficulty obtaining a visa to go to the Soviet Union, 
contacted the Soviet consul in London on his behalf. They excha 
letters, ideas, and books: in the early 1940s while Nehru was in 
for his anti-colonial activities, Essie gave Nehru a book by Rid 
Wright as a special gift. Other books she sent him in prison were in 
cepted by colonial authorities and never reached him, and some 1 
were delayed by months. Essie also sent Nehru the proceedings of:: 
National Negro Congress so that he would be kept abreast of the ore; 
nizing efforts of Black activists in the United States. She, along wn 
many others, wrote letters and signed petitions demanding his releas 
When his first book came out, he had an author’s copy sent personal 
to Essie. 40 

Nehru and Essie enjoyed a personal friendship and each admi:; 
the other very much. Some of their letters were serious and forma 
but others were rambling and contemplative exchanges about famil 
work, politics, and life. Essie wrote to Nehru about her upcoming tr 
to Central America in 1940. He, in turn, described to her his recent e 
cursion to the Kashmir Valley, a beautiful northern region of the coui 
try that had great significance for the Nehru family, and invited her t 
coine there one day and see it. Nehru once described Essie as “one 1 
the most vital and energetic women I have ever met.” 41 But it was Na 
more than Jawaharlal, whom Essie became even closer to over the yeaj 
Nan was a staunch anti-racist and a woman of strong and unwaverir 
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cions, much like Essie. She came to the United States on a speak- 
tour in 1944, soon after her husband, Ranjit, had died tragically in 
Indian prison where he had been incarcerated because of his ann¬ 
ual views. During her speaking tour, Pandit adamantly refused to 
before segregated or all-white audiences. 

Nan, one of India’s first female cabinet ministers after independence, 
;ording to one writer “one of the most remarkable women of the 
tieth century,” would also spend time in prison in India on three 
rent occasions as a result of her political activism in the 1940s. 42 

she w r as in prison in 1943, Essie provided emotional support to 
two daughters Nayantara (Tara) and Chandralekha (Lekha), who 
attending Wellesley College at the time. The two young women 
warmly welcomed into Essie's Connecticut home on weekends 
during school holidays. They washed and aired their saris on the 
dine in the expansive yard of the Robeson home, and accom- 
Essie to her classes at I lartford Seminary. In short, they were 
ted so much like a part of the family that Nan felt the Robesons 
‘like parents’’ to Tara and Lekha and Paul Jr. like a “brother" to 


4J 


The Pandits had told their children about their friends the Robesons 
>re the girls left for college. Years earlier, too, ‘Para remembers her 
-*r reading aloud to her from Essie’s book Paul Robeson, Xegro. 'Iara 
Lekha, then, were well acquainted with Paul and Essie’s stories even 
fore they met them. Paul was staying in New York the first summer 
visited, so Paul Jr. took the two sisters to New York to a Broadwav 
rmance of Othello and then backstage to meet his famous father, 
were so thrilled that Tara wrote fondly about the experience in 
1957 memoir, Prison ami Chocolate Cake , 44 Nehru and Pandit were 
•ally released from prison and went on to help define and shape 
politics of postwar India. Nehru became the country's first prime 
unister after independence. Pandit was appointed to several diplo- 
tic posts abroad. She and Essie kept in touch. 

Tara and Lekha were important threads of connection between the 
two families over the years. 45 They had grown quite close to Essie dur- 
their time in the United States. After college they continued to 
tunicate with her and to refer fondly to their time spent at “The 
:hes.” They wrote to Essie from their travels in Switzerland, Rus- 
and France, confiding in her about their lives, and affectionately ad- 
id their letters “Dear Mama” or “Dearest Mama,” since they had 
led her as a surrogate mother during their years at Wellesley. “I 
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hope you haven’t forgotten your elder daughter,” Lekha chided Essie i 
a 1947 letter from a trip to .Moscow. 46 The Pandit sisters shared 
Essie the news of their engagements, weddings, and pregnancies, 
sent love and good wishes to “Mrs. Goode,” Paul Jr., and “papa."' 

Essie and Nan saw more of one another in the late 1940s and 
1950s when they were both absorbed in the business of the United 
tions—Essie as a journalist, critic, and observer and Nan as a high- 
official. They managed to see one another socially in those days, d< 
extremely busy schedules and complicated lives. On at least one 
sion Nan shocked her U.N. colleagues, notably Secretary-General 
Hammarskjold, by soliciting an invitation to go to Essie’s home fori 
ner. Essie, too, feared Nan might alarm her fellow U.N. officials if 
trekked uptown for a home-cooked meal. Nan, however, insisted 
coming, and likely earned an even greater margin of respect and al 
tion from Essie in the process. She remained eternally grateful to 
for the kindness she showed to her daughters while she was in pi 
Nan and Essie also both enjoyed a friendship with Pearl Buck and 
had found early political inspiration through their contact with M< 
das Gandhi. When she served as ambassador to the Soviet Union, 
dit had developed a coterie of socialist and communist friends and 
like Essie, decidedly left-leaning in her politics. Essie’s relatit 
with the Nehrus and the Pandits represented the kind of cross-< 
Third World solidarity that Essie thought was essential to the res 
tion of peace and justice in a postcolonial world. 

In the climate of the Cold War, Essie and Nan's personal relat 
ship, as well as the Robesons’ relationship to Prime Minister Nc 
were often difficult to negotiate publicly. A letter marked “secret' 
was written by Nan and dispatched to her brother in September 19* 
India Embassy letterhead read: “One thing that has troubled me 
since I came here is my relationship with the Robesons. As you 
I am very fond of both Paul and Essie and they had treated me 
little sister. While the girls were here, the Robesons' home was oj 
them and they made full use of it. Since coming here, I have met 
a couple of times in New York meetings and have always gone and 
ken to her in spite of some criticism from the officials of my end 
I know Essie would like to see you and I am wondering if it wot 
wise for me to arrange for her to come up to New York and meet 
you for a few moments at your hotel. I feel that if I ignore her 
pletcly she will be greatly hurt... I should be glad if you could 
me a telegram whether I should get in touch with Essie.” 48 A week 
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an wrote Essie an equally surreptitious note indicating that she was 
nging her brother’s itinerary and since he was being hosted by the 
. president, the State Department wanted to be kept informed of 
the details. Still Nan was able to get around official channels. “He 
s written that he wants to see you and Paul privately for a good talk, 
have arranged for his official departure on the 5th of November, but 
□ally he will be here until the 7th evening—incognito. Could you 
h arrange to be in New York on the 6th November?" 40 A brief meet- 
was arranged at the Sheraton Hotel on November 7, 1949, which 
e attended. Essie was quite glad to see her old friend after so many 
•s and was not about to pass up an opportunity to do so. Paul, bv 
trast, was not pleased with some policy decisions Nehru had made, 
refused to see him. 50 The two men reunited years later. 

The third of Essie’s political “sisters" was Janet Jagan. Born in 
cago to Jewish parents, Janet met and fell in love with the Indo- 
r .inese socialist Cheddi Jagan, and moved to British Guiana (later 
/ana) to join him in the anti-colonial struggle there. She shared 
ty of the same political views as Nan, Shirley, and Essie. Together 
and Cheddi formed the leftist People’s Progressive Party (PPP), and 
et eventually served as prime minister and president of independent 
vana, but, like Nan Pandit, not before serving five months in jail 
-nved by two years of house arrest. Cheddi Jagan had met and corre- 
ded with Paul for several years, and at one point in the early 1950s, 
:n Janet was in the United States visiting her family, she called Paul 
asked if she could meet him. He and Essie welcomed her warmly 
she developed a trusted friendship with Essie that lasted nearly fif- 
n years, until Essie's death (to Janet, it felt like she had known her 
“decades”). 51 

One of the last times Essie and Janet were together was in London 
the winter of 1961. Paul was not well, and Essie’s health was declin- 
as well. It w'as hard for Janet to see the two people she remem- 
ed as so robust and vibrant grappling with ill health. Still, they were 
able to share a lot. Essie was eager to hear what her old friends from 
Guyana were up to politically. Janet’s husband was premier in 1961 but 
Guyana was still in transition and the PPP was still pushing for full in¬ 
dependence. Writing to Janet after her visit, Essie congratulated her 
on “the proud record of the PPP,” but warned her she still had “lots 
:: work ahead.” 52 Essie's letter reflected the personal and political na¬ 
ture of their relationship. After asking about the family and updating 
lanet on her and Paul’s health, Essie proceeded to offer a three-page 


* 

* 

tk 


'HE UNITED NATIONS 


221 






commentary on the content of the most recent issues of Thunder, the 
paper of the PPP for which Janet, at one time, served as editor. She ap¬ 
plauded Cheddi Jagan's reprinted speeches that called for an end to the 
arms race and an end to Cold War intimidation of smaller counti 
Essie had echoed the very same points in many of her own spet 
and articles. Both Jagans were so fond of Paul and Essie—Cheddi 
in the crowd that welcomed them back to England in 1958 —that the 
EBI speculated that if the Robesons ever chose to relocate again out 
of the United States, the Jagans would have eagerly welcomed them 
Guiana. 54 In this assessment, at least, the FBI was quite right. 

With their ties to the Caribbean, Asia, and Africa, Essie’s frit 
Janet, Nan, and Shirley represented her connections to disparate 
of the Third World and the global anti-colonial movement, 
woman, like Essie, had a close relationship with a larger-t 
male persona, but nevertheless staked her own political and intel 
tual claims and made her own mark. The four women forged their • 
paths, took controversial positions, and refused to take the easy road 1 
silence and conformity. Each woman paid a price. Still they pi 
sustained no doubt by their friendship and sisterhood. 
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STANDING TALL: THE COLD 
WAR AND POLITICS 
OF REPRESSION, 1950s 



All I ever feared were cats. 

Eslanda Robeson 

i July 7, 1953, Eslanda Cardozo Goode Robeson walked confidently 
Room 357 of the Senate Office Building in Washington, D.C., to 
wide testimony before the U.S. Senate Permanent Subcommittee on 
stigations ot the Committee on Government Operations, which 
headed by Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin, the notorious 
and unrelenting anti-communist crusader. Essie wore a dark suit and 
lek hat with a thin half-veil that was accented with velvet dots. She 
ted a bit like a stylish mourner, but her demeanor was more gutsy 
than grief-stricken. She was angry, annoyed, insulted, and wholly un- 
logetic. Even though people she knew were being threatened and 
for their politics, Essie was undaunted. “All I ever feared were 
its,” she once declared. Still, the stakes were high. Julius and Ethel 
rnberg, a communist couple convicted of spying for the Soviet 
lion, had been executed just two weeks earlier, despite their insis- 
lce that they were innocent and a loud international outcry. Others 
were being jailed, blacklisted, and deported. In this climate of fear and 
secution, it is impressive that Essie stood up to Joe McCarthy as 
:efully as she did, refusing to be rattled or intimidated. I was “work¬ 
ing very hard on an article about Mau Mau, when the McCarthy Senate 
ivestigating Committee ordered me to appear before it in Washing¬ 
ton, D.C.,” she said in a statement reprinted by the Associated Negro 
Press. 1 Her bold and favorable reference to the militant anti-colonial 
stance movement in Kenya underscored her refusal to be cowed. 
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McCarthy’s committee, the Senate version of the more infa 
House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), was condi 
a witch hunt against anyone suspected of communist sympathies. 
McCarthy’s view, these sympathies were fundamentally un-Ai 
and their adherents had to be rooted out. His definition of coi 
nist sympathizer grew to include basically anyone who disagreed 
him politically, or dared to criticize the U.S. government: peace ac 
ists, civil rights leaders, dissident artists, and progressive labor oi 
ers of all types. Both committees carried out an extensive intimi< 
campaign against dissidents in not only the film industry and acac 
but also professional and civic organizations. Essie had ostensibly I 
summoned because her books, copies of which appeared on 
shelves in U.S. government libraries around the world (in embassi 
U.S. government-funded programs), were alleged to be un-Ai 
Her familial connection to Paul Robeson also was a source of coni 

As the Cold War heated up and domestic red-baiting became 
ominous and widespread, those who were targeted generally either i 
tanced themselves from any affiliations or individuals that might 
their reputations or damage their careers, or stood defiant and rit 
accused the government of violating their basic civil liberties, 
“named names” to save themselves, accusing colleagues, friends, 
neighbors of communist loyalties. Essie and Paul refused to cave 
such pressures, or to betray the trust of friends. By 1953, Essie had 
braced a highly politicized public persona. She knew her role was 
lead organizations or run for office (she had given up on that aft 
Progressive Party experience), but she was determined to speak 
and clearly about her idea of justice in the most public way pi 
and to support others who did the same. To back down from this si 
would undo all she had built and become. On some level, Essie rel 
the opportunity to confront McCarthy directly. 

Essie sparred with the committee members from the start, 
you write this book all by yourself?” asked McCarthy staffer G. 
Schine, holding up her book African Journey. “All by myself," she 
plied, mocking the ridiculousness of the question. “Well I really 
that is a very insulting question,” she added. “I am quite capable of’ 
ing a book. I did write this book all by myself.” 2 Schine backed off. 

Essie refused to answer direct questions about whether or not 
was a member of the Communist Party, claiming protection 
both the Fifth and Fifteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constit 
While the Fifth Amendment protects citizens against compelled 
incrimination, Essie was making an additional statement about 
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setting the Fifteenth Amendment, which guarantees voting rights 
rdlcss of race. When the committee told her she could not invoke 
Fifteenth Amendment, Essie gave the committee a history lesson, 
a Negro and as a second-class citizen," Essie lectured, "I have been 
iting racial discrimination all my life.” She cited the longstanding 
rices of racism, racial violence, and Black disenfranchisement. “As a 
, r ro, I know a lot about the force and violence used against my people 
this country," she added. 5 When told her race had nothing to do with 
hearings and that the Senate committee was all white as a result of 
;rs’ choices, not racism, Essie snapped, “Most Negroes are in the 
i, sir, and they don’t have much right to elect senators." 4 
The committee grilled Essie: Why had she sent her son to a Soviet 
>1? Did she know any communists? Had she been to a communist 
meeting and, if she had, were those in attendance plotting to over- 
the government by force? What did she think of the conflict in 
:a? What did her husband think about communism and the Soviet 
>n? The questions went on and on, but Essie did not waiver. She 
»ted she knew very little about communism, “except what 1 read in 
papers and hearsay." She answered questions with questions: “Why 
l't you ask [Paul]?" she quipped, in response to questions about his 
ical views. “1 don’t know w ho, what or where,” she said to questions 
>ut her meetings and friends. By the end of the exchange, the sena- 
w'ere stumped. They had gotten neither information nor deference 
had been unable to intimidate her. McCarthy glared down at Essie 
i he brought the hearing to a close and said he had let her get away w ith 
much. He said that she might have been cited for contempt if she 
re a man, rather than a woman, and warned future witnesses to be 
)re compliant. 5 

The Black press applauded Essie's performance before the commit- 
;, and she was proud of herself. Veteran Black reporter Alice Dunni- 
describcd Essie as “cool, intelligent and confident." Others praised 
;r feisty courage and “clear-sighted” stance against the committee’s 
lidation tactics. 6 Months before Essie’s testimony, her journalist 
;nd P. L. Prattis lamented the onerous climate that existed through- 
the country, where many people, paralyzed by fear, felt they could 
longer speak” their minds. “The future is terrible to contemplate. 
1 wish you and Paul were not mixed up in it," he confessed in a letter to 
Essie, “but maybe that is a cowardly wish.” Essie rejected fear and em- 
;d a bolder and more optimistic stance, even in difficult times and 
lations. 7 

In addition to her lawyer, Milton Friedman, Essie's friend and politi- 
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cal associate Thelma Dale Perkins had come down from New York 
accompany her to the hearing. “I went to the hearing with much 
prehension,” Perkins recalled. Essie was a strongly independent woi 
who often spoke her mind regardless of the consequences. The coi 
quences for being too blunt or candid with this committee could hs 
meant, Perkins pointed out, “legal entrapment... [and] perhaps jail 
But Essie was pointed, candid, and careful. She did not take the b 
when McCarthy sought to lead her down a particular path of inqui 
and the outcome of the testimony was as good as could have been < 
pected: there were no charges, no indictments, and no incriminati 
comments. Perkins felt relieved. To congratulate Essie on her succe 
ful testimony, Perkins invited her to spend the evening at her paren 
home in Anacostia, a predominately Black neighborhood in Washir 
ton. “On this day of triumph, 1 could not conceive of her going ba 
home without some kind of celebration,” Perkins recounted. “T1 
afternoon, Essie relaxed and enjoyed the visit with my parents and th 
neighbors as if she had known them all her life." The two women th 
visited the Frederick Douglass historic home site nearby and stood 
the front porch of the house, “looking across the river at the Capi 
where Essie had begun this eventful day ." 9 It was symbolically appr 
priate given that Douglass himself had been such an outspoken fight 
against injustice and oppression roughly a hundred years earlier. 

In newspaper articles, public speeches, and personal corresponden 
after her appearance, Essie spoke out vehemently against the tactics 
McCarthy and his allies. She said that she was indeed a critic of the 1 
government, but that this did not make her a communist or any 
of an American. As a self-aware Black woman, she argued, how cc 
she not criticize the persistent racism she saw all around her? Rac 
activists and intellectuals from Frederick Douglass to Martin Lui 
King Jr. to Ella Baker have framed their criticism of America in j 
cisely the same way: as a demand for America to realize its pron 
Essie claimed she was a loyal citizen, a loyal Negro citizen, whose 
alty was “somewhat battered" but still intact . 10 Still, it’s importan 
note that while Essie herself denied having a Communist Party ad¬ 
don, she did not condemn communism or those who were in fact p; 
members. Her gripe with HUAC and McCarthy was not simply 
they were making false accusations, but also that they were censoi 
political beliefs and punishing political dissidents. 

In 1953 , Essie accepted an invitation by the editors of the L 
Worker to write a response to President Eisenhower’s State of 
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ion address. Her lengthy essay, entitled “A Citizen’s State of the 
lion," called for friendly relations with the Soviet Union based on a 
>licy of “live and let live in this one world.” She pointed out the du- 
:ity of advocating democracy and freedom abroad while suppressing 
iitional views and tolerating racial inequality at home. For Essie, 
ial injustice and the anticommunist crusades were intimately bound 
:ther because as long as people were afraid to speak out, injustice 
>uld continue. “Our citizens are no longer free nor brave,” she wrote, 
ling that “fear is spreading like a plague among our citizens. Fear 
losing one's job, home, education, fear of non-conforming, or of 
even being accused of non-conforming”" The real obstacles to racial 
ress, Essie argued, were not communists or so-called subversives; 
"the enemy are the powerful, lawless, ruthless, greedy, selfish, arrogant, 
imericans.” 12 

Essie was also quick to praise other public figures who refused to be 
>red or intimidated. One of those people was the colorful Paris- 
based Black American performer Josephine Baker. When they first 
paths in the 1920s, Essie had not been favorably impressed with 
cer. But that changed when Baker became an outspoken critic of 
and repression and suffered government harassment as a result, 
feel Josephine Baker is a modern Negro heroine," Essie wrote to 
les Hicks, a reporter for the Afro-American. “All that talent, all that 
>ur, all those gorgeous clothes—and courage too. I’ll bet her knees 
beautiful, especially so because she does not live on them.... Since 
Jo has opened up her gorgeous mouth and spoken her piece.. . . [per- 
haps now] other heretofore timid and reluctant Negro artists will find 
their voices and also insist upon Negro rights.” IJ 

Even more significant and defiant than Essie's comments about Baker 
were her words of praise and support for jailed Communist Party leader 
Ben Davis, a personal friend of both Essie and Paul. In 1949 Davis, a 
Black Harvard-trained lawyer and onetime New York City councilman, 
was jailed for five years under the Smith Act, a 1940 federal law that pro¬ 
hibited participation in any group that advocated the overthrow of the 
irnment (with the implicit assumption that all communists advo¬ 
cated violent actions). Paul Robeson Jr. described Davis as his father’s 
sest friend in the American Communist Party. He is also described 
4 a popular Harlem figure. Almost as big as Paul.” A “jovial” and 
good-humored man, Davis loved tennis and the violin almost as much 
as he loved politics. 14 Paul was unwavering in his support and unsparing 
his praise of Davis, and Essie shared his sentiments. They had both 
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supported Davis in his 1943 bid for city council and enjoyed a wa 
personal relationship with him after that. Moreover, Essie’s relatio 
with Ben Davis was not simply through Paul. She had independent 
versations and correspondence with him in which they exchanged 
about politics, international affairs, hook writing, and other matters. 1 

In 1952 Essie wrote an article for Freedom entitled M I Know a C 
munist ,” in which she defended her friendship with Ben Davis. 16 In 195^ 
Essie agreed to write the foreword to a booklet by Claudia Jones, pu 
lished as a tribute to Davis, entitled Ben Davis , Fighter for Freedom. In 
her opening passage, Essie wrote: "Ben Davis is in prison now beca 
he has the courage of his convictions, I can’t imagine a better re 
to go to prison." 17 And Essie “admitted" in Freedom that she not o 
knew “a real live Communist” but he “was a wonderful guy,” refe 
to Davis. This statement was in contrast to the thrust of her testi 
before the Senate Committee in which she professed ignorance of c 
munism. Of course she knew other communists as well, but she 
especially fond of Davis. 18 “He is an old valued friend of ours.. 
love the man.” 19 In the 1940s when she and Paul were having some m 
tal difficulties, Essie apparently confided in Ben, and he in turn pra 
her for being “such a strong and realistic mate” to such a great 
The subtle veiled meanings here are not readily apparent. Perhaps it 
Ben’s way of thanking Essie for not making a big fuss about Paul’s 
fairs, the publicizing of which would undoubtedly have tarnished Pa 
image and made him less effective as a political figure. Or perhaps 
was based on Ben’s understanding of how demanding Paul’s sch 
was and how so many of those who claimed chunks of Paul’s time 
attention did not always recognize or appreciate Essie’s contribu 
to their collective work. 21 It is clear that Ben understood Essie had 
sacrifices for Paul, sacrifices that had in part enabled Paul to play 
portant role in national and global politics. 

As American public officials focused on the Cold War, racial vio 
continued throughout the South and parts of the North. Essie ac 
politicians from Jim Crow states of hypocrisy for claiming to 
the country safe from communism while leaving it quite unsafe 
Negroes. In an essay for the Afro-American in the spring of 1955 
condemned the brutal murder of Reverend George Lee—a local 
printer, and NAACP activist in Belzoni, Mississippi. For his act of 
istering nearly one hundred Black voters in his small town, he was 
geted and shot down in broad daylight as he drove home on May 7,19 
The white local coroner ruled the death an accident, and Lee’s 
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went free. Essie argued that many “so-oftcn blind, flag-waving patri- 
' were more concerned with rooting out alleged communists than 
king down the kind of thugs who had assassinated George Lee. 22 
Echoing concerns expressed by other Black radicals and some lib- 
at the time, Essie spoke and wrote about how red-baiting and anti- 
unism was dividing and weakening the Black Freedom struggle in 
United States, and how it was convincing activists to turn away from 
rest of the world and each other. “Our tight for civil rights is part 
a worldwide civil rights fight,” Essie reminded a crowd at a picnic 
rally held by the American Committee for Protection of the For¬ 
eign Born in Wanaque, New Jersey. In her opinion, the governments 
ment of the venerable African American intellectual and political 
sperson W. E. B. Du Bois, at the age of eighty-three, alleging that 
was a “foreign agent" because he dared to speak out critically on U.S. 

ign policy and colonialism, was a particularly low blow. 25 
The charges against Du Bois were eventually dropped, and after his 
r acquittal in November 1951, Essie wrote an eloquent essay in defense of 
him and submitted it to the Afro-American newspaper for publication. 
In the essay, she argued that the government, “in its arrogance, made 
the mistake of picking on the wrong Negro.” She applauded how Blacks 
and progressive whites had rallied to Du Bois’s defense, but added that 
the very fact that the attack had occurred was evidence that “the bulk 
of the Negro people have been asleep at the switch too long." She also 
I linked Du Bois’s unjust treatment at the hands of the FBI to the treat¬ 
ment that many Black people had received for being “uppity.” The na¬ 
ture of racism was to “cut down” those who tried to stand up, Essie in- 
d, recalling the words of the Congolese facilities manager she had 
t in 1946. “ The Negro people have long experience with this kind of 
thing. We have seen Negro after Negro cut down, not because he had 
disobeyed any law, but because he had tried to vote, had moved into an 
illegally restricted neighborhood, was not meek enough, insisted upon 
his rights and his personal dignity, was too successful, was too militant, 
did not know ‘his place.”’ 24 

In the spring of 1954, a few short weeks before the historic Brown v. 
Board of Education Supreme Court decision declaring racial segrega¬ 
tion in public schools unconstitutional, Essie wrote about the housing 
desegregation struggle in Chicago. A light-skinned Black family, the 
Howards, had moved into a previously all-white public housing com¬ 
plex in Chicago. Their neighbors, who had initially mistaken them for 
white, turned against them when the family’s race was revealed —but the 
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Howards refused to leave. Surrounded by angry white mobs and ch 
protests, the family remained absolutely defiant. 25 Their stance p 
the way for other Black families to move into the area, though they 
came under attack. “A great deal is being said and written about the 
in Indochina and our responsibility for the security of southeast 
but very little is being said and written about the war in South C 
and responsibility for the security of these United States,” Essie w 
“The resistance of the French in the fortress of Dien Bien Phu has 
dramatized for weeks by all the news media, but very little has been 
about the really heroic resistance of the io Negro families in the for 
of 1 rumbull Park in South Chicago (where they, as citizens, have ev 
right to be)," she added. 26 

Essie visited Chicago personally in April 1954 and attended m 
ings of local activists who were mobilizing around the Trumbull 
standoff. She went to a mass meeting at the Metropolitan Comm 
(.hurch one Sunday afternoon to listen to testimony from one of 
Trumbull residents, a Black veteran named Frank London Brown. He 
stood up and pledged to defend his home. “Appeals to the Law have 
protected us,” he told the crowd in an emotional voice. “We have 
cided 10 protect ourselves. We have decided that from now, we will 
turn fist for fist, brick for brick, pistol for pistol, period.” Brown 
go on to build a successful career as a writer. In 1959 he penned a wi 
acclaimed novel about his experiences with Chicago’s fight for i 
grated housing called simply Trumbull Park . 27 

Essie herself did not rule out militant forms of resistance to ach 
racial justice in the United States, or minimally to protect vulner 
populations against violence, and she at times deployed militaristic 
guage and symbols quite powerfully to make her point. In fact, the 
spective she advanced —that Blacks were very much under attack f; 
their own countrymen and that they had the right of self-defe 
presaged the radical civil rights and Black Power struggles of the 
1960s: 

All of us, every Negro man, woman and child, are soldiers 
at war; not an aggressive war against our Government and 
fellow-citizens, but fighting a defensive war for survival and 
progress. This war has been going on for a long time. Usually 
it is a cold war, waged against us by organized political, eco¬ 
nomic and social pressures; sometimes it waxes very hot in¬ 
deed—in riots and street battles, bombings and dynamiting 
of our homes, lynchings, brutal and murderous attacks. In 
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this war that we Negroes fight, the enemy are not the North 
Koreans, Chinese, Russians, nor Communism; the enemies 
are the powerful, lawless, ruthless, greedy, selfish, arrogant 
Un-Americans who defy our laws, corrupt our local, state 
and federal officials, demoralize our young people, and over¬ 
throw our Constitution and Bill of Rights by force and vio¬ 
lence, hatred, and prejudice, discrimination, segregation and 
terror. 28 

These are the kind of fiery words that drew the attention of the fed- 
' authorities. Essie and Paul had been under FBI surveillance oft' 
i on for years. The FBI, under its director J. Edgar Hoover, couldn’t 
k if Essie in particular was a “threat” or just an annoyance. (Sex- 
m probably led them to underestimate the seriousness of her convic- 
ns.) As part of its campaign of intimidation and repression in 1950, 
: State Department confiscated Paul’s passport. Soon thereafter, they 
ied Essie’s passport as well because, like Paul, she refused to sign an 
v T it stating she was not a communist. This development hampered 
of their careers, but Paul’s inability to perform abroad was a major 
:ial blow for the family. 

tost immediately after Paul's passport was confiscated, his friends, 
;s, and supporters rallied to defend his right to travel. 29 In fact, the 
of Paul’s passport resulted in an international protest campaign. 
Brown, a Black leftist journalist, a co-author with Paul Robeson 
F Here I Stand , and a former editor of New Masses , wrote the pamphlet 
Every Voice for Paul Robeson" and the Committee to Restore 
Robeson’s Passport was born. Silent film star Charlie Chaplin and 
• r celebrities spoke out in Paul’s defense. “To deny a great artist like 
Robeson his right to give his art to the world is to destroy the very 
iation upon which our culture and civilization is built,” Chaplin 
listed. But others were not so forthcoming. The lines were drawn, 

1 some friends and colleagues rushing to the side of Paul and Essie, 
others turning away. 30 
^ Essie aided with the domestic and international campaigns around 
I’s passport, even as she refused to let it interfere with her other 
k. She was fighting on multiple fronts. In addition to composing 
each letters and coordinating signatures for the amicus brief to be 
on Paul’s behalf, Essie accompanied Paul to meetings with their 
;rs and to hearings. She had a very active communication with left- 
lawyer Leonard Boudin from 1956 to 1958 when the legal fight to 
in Paul’s passport shifted into high gear. She attended meetings 
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about overall strategy and exchanged letters and phone calls with 1 
din about how to pay the mounting legal fees.” Some of Boudin’s 
vices were provided gratis since he and his law partners felt politii 
supportive of Paul. There were, however, court fees to pay, researc 
to compensate, and travel expenses to cover. Fundraisers paid some 
the fees and the Robesons eventually covered the rest. 

If government officials had hoped that the loss of their passp< 
would silence Essie or Paul, they were sorely mistaken. The more i 
Cold War paranoia informed American foreign and domestic pol 
the more Essie had to say. The more that the government tried to qi 
her down, the more she turned up the volume. For example, Essie g 
a number of speeches calling for peace and an end to U.S. militarist] 
Asia, most notably its involvement in Korea. On Mother’s Day in ij 
in a church in Bridgeport, Connecticut, Essie appealed to the motl 
in the audience to accept their obligation to stand and fight for pe 
and economic justice. She was articulating a kind of mainstream i 
ternalism that belied her more progressive views on gender roles, 
in this case she deployed the words she thought would work to get r 
women involved in the peace movement: 

On this Mother’s Day, I think it would be well if we all give a 
thought to the Negro Mothers and the Poor-White mothers, 
especially in our Deep South, where no matter how hard 
they work, they cannot give their children the proper food, 
education and medical care in our rich and powerful coun¬ 
try. This does not have to be. We mothers must get together 
and change this. On this Mother’s Day it would be well for 
us to give a thought to the mothers in Africa and Asia — 
mothers who, with their children, have never had enough 
to eat in all their lives: in this rich world, this does not have 
to be . . . There is enough food for everybody. It is wicked 
for some to feed like hogs, while others starve. ... I think 
Mother’s Day is a proper time, not just to buy flowers and 
presents; it is a proper time for mothers, and all women, to 
think about these things, and to make a solemn vow to de¬ 
fend our children by putting a stop to war.” ”’ 

Paul Robeson had been one of the most highly sought-after and h 
est paid Black artists in the world. Now, blacklisted at home and un 
to travel abroad, he found it difficult to book his more lucrative per 
mance engagements and the family income plummeted. In July of 
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ie finally had to sell the Beeches, the rambling white house in Con- 
;ut that she so loved, because they simply could not afford it any 

er» 

In one sense Essie felt more grounded than ever. She knew what 
believed, who her friends were, and she had settled on a career 
suited her. But in other ways, financially and physically, much of 
security she had relied on for years was starting to diminish. After 
house in Connecticut was gone, Essie moved in temporarily with 
Jr. and Marilyn until she could get her bearings. Paul was living 
and there: sometimes at the parsonage of his brother Ben’s church 
Harlem, sometimes with friends in Manhattan. Essie was unsure of 
re Paul was going to ultimately settle down, so she next moved her- 
to another temporary residence: the historic Hotel Dauphin on 
dway and 67th, which offered closer proximity to her desk at the 
nited Nations as well as a bit more privacy. Within a year she had 
nd a more permanent residence and persuaded Paul that they should 
hase a modest townhouse on Jumel lerrace in Washington Heights 
the edge of Harlem. After that, in the fall of 1955, they settled back 
ro a domestic life together. 

Even though Paul and Essie’s lives had been in llux during this time, 
were still a family. It was an unconventional family, to be sure, and 
without tensions, but their connectedness to one another was clear 
those who knew them well. As their mutual friend Freda Diamond 
ted long after Paul and Essie had passed on, there was never a ques- 
n about their marriage being threatened, despite Paul’s affairs with 
r women, including Freda herself. There were only a few years in 
ir four-decades-long marriage that Paul and Essie did not share a 
e together—not always a bed, but always a home.’ 4 And Freda, her- 
married, was a devoted friend to both of them. 

Still the early 1950s had been difficult years for Essie. In the spring of 
1953, her e lderly mother had died after a prolonged illness. Even though 
was not wholly unexpected, Ma Goode’s death was yet another blow 
Essie. Ma Goode, a single mother, had lived with Essie, her only 
hter, a good part of her adult life, and had stood by her through 
ny of life’s ups and downs. Moreover, Ma Goode had not aged 
ully. Sharp-witted until well into her seventies, she had become 
htly demented in her final years. Out of concern for her safety and 
the realization that Ma Goode needed fulltime care, Essie had placed 
mother in a nursing home in Connecticut. Mrs. Goode was not at 
happy there, and she wrote numerous letters to Essie begging to be 
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allowed to come home, but Essie could not change the difficult siti 
tion. It did not help that her mother’s death came at a time when she 
and Paul were having more difficulties in their relationship. Ma G( 
was quietly cremated and there was no service to mark her passing. 

Throughout the 1950s, despite personal, emotional, and final 
losses, the Robesons continued to speak their minds and to fight polit 
cal persecution, albeit sometimes on different stages. In many resj 
the difficulties of the 1950s brought the couple closer. After nearly 
years of living mostly apart, their new' townhouse on Jumel Te 
provided a fresh common ground. At a banquet in their honor he 
by Essie’s colleagues at the New World Review , Paul stood up and pi 
licly praised Essie extensively for her many accomplishments, for 
“contributions to his own development as a man and an artist," and 
her political efforts in the interest of “Negro people" and the lai 
cause of peace and justice in the world.” His affection and admii 
w'ere sincere. 

As the decade wore on, Essie became increasingly active in the c 
paign to restore Paul’s passport, and by extension her own. She woi 
mostly on the international front, keeping in close communication 
friends in England who were trying to bring pressure to bear from 
other side of the Atlantic. Sometime in the mid-1950s the London 
Robeson Committee was formed. At the helm were activist coui 
(local representative) Peggy Middleton and National Guardian 
Cedric Belfrage, wffio had been deported from the United States to 
native England for refusing to cooperate with the House Un-Amt 
Activities Committee. Essie wrote, cabled, and phoned them both rt 
larly, urging them to keep up the outside pressure and brainstoi 
w'ith them about tactics and strategy. Progress was indeed made on 
front. The committee w^as able to garner considerable visibility in 
British press. In April 1958, as a result of the committee’s agitation. 
British Actors’ Equity passed a statement of support for Paul. It 
organized a “virtual” concert where Paul sang “live” over the radio | 
sizeable British audience in symbolic defiance of his enforced coi 
ment to the United States. For Paul’s sixtieth birthday on April 8, i< 
an illustrious crowd of diplomats, artists and w riters, and leftist 
leaders were on hand for various celebrations. 56 Peggy Middle 
consultation with Essie, encouraged and kept track of tributes to 
that occurred in more than twenty cities from Tokyo to Mexico 
to Delhi. 

Essie was especially touched that her Indian friends, notably Ni 
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Ha’s head of state, refused to succumb to U.S. State Department 
ires to shun Paul. Under the direction of Nehru’s daughter, Indira 
li, the country’s future prime minister, India organized several 
>n celebrations in multiple cities, topped off by an eloquent state- 
it from Nehru himself, who praised Paul as “one of the greatest art- 
of our generation.” 37 Essie followed up with a personal thank-you 
te indicating her gratitude that the friendship between the Robeson 
Nehru families had endured. 38 Months later she met with Indira at 
airport in London to thank her personally for her and her father’s 
>rt. 

The support that Paul and Essie felt from their Indian friends was 
always matched at home. The couple had retained close ties to the 
:k American community throughout the Cold War, but fear and sus- 
>n were rampant, and some leaders of the mainstream civil rights 
mizations bought into red-baiting as a way to protect themselves 
harassment and mark their image as patriotic and respectable, 
ic bought into Cold War ideas because they genuinely believed 
1. Whatever the motivation, the NAACP, major labor unions, and 
some newer civil rights groups went out of their way to exclude 
se they believed to be communists or so-called “fellow travelers’’ 
were associated and sympathetic to communism. For instance, 
;n the NAACP and other civil rights leaders sponsored the Prayer 
rimage—a massive civil rights rally held in Washington, D.C., on 
anniversary of the Brown v. Board of Education decision —Paul was 
invited to be a speaker. The Robesons attended the 1957 rally any- 
iv, situating themselves among the thousands of people in the crowd. 

rised that he was in the audience and not on the stage, many fans 
>roached Paul for autographs, which did not assuage Essie's annoy- 
:e at the snubs Paul received from those she had deemed "profes- 
Negro leaders.” 

It is important to note that while Essie and Paul stood on the side- 
:s at the 1957 Pilgrimage, they bv no means stood on the sidelines 
general. Essie in particular remained very much engaged. Not only 
she write about Black American and global events for the foreign 
domestic press; she reached out directly to grassroots civil rights 
:rs, and urged friends to support the growing mass-based struggles 
;n as she criticized some of the top leadership). After a rare Robe¬ 
son family visit to Paul’s brother Ben’s church in 1957, for example, 
Essie railed that churchgoers were not being urged to attend the Pil- 
lge. This was not a personal criticism of Ben but a comment on 
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the Black religious establishment in general. 39 In 1958 Essie also got 
touch directly with Daisy Bates, NAACP leader of the Central Hi 
School desegregation struggle in Little Rock, Arkansas, to express 
support and offer herself as an ally if she could help. Bates respoi 
graciously to Essie’s letter. 40 Despite the Robesons’ history and pei 
tent efforts, there were those who sought to push them to the marj 
of mainstream Cold War Black politics, but they in turn pushed bat 
carving out a new political, cultural, and intellectual space from wl 
to continue to do the work they had done for years. Fortunately, ti 
had friends who stood by them during their ordeal, and they in 
stood by others who were facing even greater persecution and hai 
ment. For instance, both Essie and Paul were so galled at the treati 
that had been meted out to the aging and venerable W. E. B. Du 
that when his ninetieth birthday rolled around in 1958, Essie agreed 
head up a committee to organize an elaborate celebratory event. 

The gala was attended by a thousand guests and held at the R< 
velt Hotel in Manhattan on .March 2, 1958. Tributes and good wis 
poured in from around the world: Russia, Guyana, Nigeria, L< 
and India. The event was a rousing success and an important statei 
of support for Du Bois, who like the Robesons was being denied 
right to travel because of alleged communist affiliations 41 In a letter 1 
her friend George Murphy, Essie remarked somewhat jokingly that! 
had been asked to co-chair the committee because it was a lot of' 
and no one else wanted to shoulder the burden. Still, she was pleas 
do it, and even more “thrilled" with the outcome. 

In the spring of 1958, after Du Bois’s birthday bash and Paul’s 
sixtieth birthday celebration, Essie looked to test the waters and ti 
outside of the country for the first time in seven years. In August of i< 
the government had partially lifted some of its travel restrictic 
the Robesons, indicating that they could travel to places in the West 
I Icmisphere that at the time did not require a passport 42 Essie was 
vited to participate in the celebration surrounding the formation of 1 
West Indies Federation, a precursor to the regional Caribbean 
munity (CARICOM). Many at the time, including the radical 
C. L. R. James, viewed the new group as both a step toward indi 
dence as well as a Pan-Africanist effort to unify the disparate islands 1 
the region and give them a stronger voice in world politics. The fe 
tion lasted only five years but in 1958 there was much excitement al 
its potential and promise. In April people from dozens of islands aci 
the region, and many from the United States and Latin America, 
verged on the small city of Port-of-Spain, Trinidad, for the first int 
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of the federal parliament of the West Indies Federation. With her 
talist’s credentials in hand, Essie went too. 

For more than a week, Essie talked, lectured, and socialized with 
ids old and new. She first spoke to a packed house at the main pub- 
library in Port-of-Spain, with heavy tropical heat and a rapt audi- 
The program began late and Essie was introduced by Speaker of 
Federal I louse of Representatives E. R. L. Ward, who had begun 
career as a labor organizer in the sugar cane fields of Barbados. Her 
)ic was “The Negro in World Focus." Next she had the pleasure of 
:ssing the Communication Services and General Workers Union, 
lin speaking about global affairs and international solidarity. She re- 
rked with delight, “This is the first time I have addressed a Trade 
lion consisting only of women." Finally, she was a speaker at a forum 
by the Women’s League of the newly constituted People’s Na- 
Movement of Trinidad, which would soon become the ruling 
tv of the island. 4 * 

Her appointment book was full, but not too full to do a bit of so- 
izing. 44 During her stay in Trinidad, Essie spent time with the 
idian journalist and Pan-Africanist Theophilus Albert Marry- 
t, a delightfully eccentric West Indian man who had been the cata- 
behind the federation idea. Dubbed the “father of the federation," 
ryshow, with his silver hair, stylish glasses, and dapper bowtie, was 
age seventy-one an attractive, charming man with a fierce passion 
Black politics and a sharp tongue to match. A journalist and trade 
mist, he was a self-taught intellectual who had attended W. E. B. Du 
tis’s Pan-African Congress in 1919 and had written a book condemn- 
South Africa’s white supremacist policies. 45 I le and Essie enjoyed 
;hty conversations and equally robust laughter during her short stay, 
ly, although Marryshow was touted at the first parliament and en- 
id a brief term as a federation senator, he died several months after 
: Trinidad gathering. 4 * 

Essie also spent time with her friends the Jagans while in Trinidad in 
the spring of 1958. They were immersed in the ongoing and complex 
:dom struggle in Guiana at the time and must have been both happy 
relieved to be able to travel to Trinidad for the first parliament of 
:he new federation. Like Paul and Essie, Cheddi Jagan’s travel had been 
icted from 1953 to 1957, so he was just emerging from political cap¬ 
tivity, so to speak. He had won the seat of prime minister of the country 
only to be ousted by the British and banned from travel. He would re¬ 
turn to hold government office in the 1960s and then again in the 1990s. 
A resilient man, Cheddi, who was of Indian descent, was the son of 
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sugar plantation workers. After attending college in the United Statt 
he had returned to British Guiana with his U.S.-born wife, Janet, 
work with labor and left forces. 

Another important landmark for Essie and Paul, and another ex¬ 
ample of their refusal to be silenced or intimidated, was the publicath 
in 1958 of Paul’s book Here / Stand, in which he countered the nt 
five and narrow depictions of him in mainstream media, outlined his 
political views in his own words, and indicted the U.S. government 
harassment, repression, and racism. Paul worked with his friend Lit 
Brown to complete and edit the book. In a move that underscored the 
Robeson family's determination to speak freely, unfettered by eitl 
the government or timid publishers, it was published by the Robes 
own Othello Associates, a company run by Paul Jr. to facilitate Paul’ 
career and indirectly to advance the views and causes the family 
lieved in. Here I Stand was part memoir and part manifesto for 
America. In it Paul described the “warm feeling of friendship” he 
toward the Soviet people, and reiterated his belief in “scientific soci 
ism” as a more egalitarian and just way to organize society. He went 
to outline his analysis and aspirations for the growing civil rights m< 
ment, eschewing “gradualism," and like Essie had done on mum 
occasions and in multiple publications, linking the fate and aspirat 
of Black Americans to “the world beyond our borders.”'* 7 

Essie had offered her input while the book was in development 
she was pleased with the results. In spite of her fragile and flu< 
ating health, she leapt into action to help with publicity, sending out 
plethora of letters urging friends, colleagues, and strangers to buy 
book and encouraging media allies to review it. Her efforts helped j 
sure that the book reached a wide audience. It was befitting then, 
after all they had been through together—the muck and the mire on 
levels—that Paul, in all sincerity, and with characteristic eloqut 
grace, dedicated Here I Stand as follows: “To Eslanda Goode Rob< 
Distinguished writer and anthropologist. Thanks for many things—: 
your untiring labors in the interest of the African peoples. For 
devotion to the struggle of our folk here in America for full fret 
For your constructive analyses of the momentous events at the 
Nations, which affect all manner of human societies. For the de< 
shared belief in and labors for the attainment of a lasting peace for 
peoples of the earth. And deepest gratitude for your help and guit 
over many years of struggle, aspirations, achievements, and the 
stant awareness of a better future for our children and grandchildi 
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A FAILING BODY AND A 
HOPEFUL HEART, 1958-1961 


I'm not going to sit quietly ... They 'll have to put me 
in jail or kill me before I'll permit it. 

Eslanda Robeson 

In June of 1958, after a long, hard, eight-year fight, Essie and Paul finally 
«on the return of their passports. In two historic decisions, Kent v. 

tiles and Briehl v. Duties, the U.S. Supreme Court determined that 
the State Department could not revoke or withhold the passport of a 
'•S. citizen because of his or her political views, recognizing the right 
to travel as a basic liberty. When Shirley Graham Du Bois heard the 
i'X>d news, she wrote to Essie from Paris to congratulate her, exclaim¬ 
ing that this proved “the people" can win when their cause is righteous. 1 
Paul performed before a full house at Carnegie Hall in New York City 
that same month, and just a month later, in July 1958, he and Essie 
had packed their belongings and set sail for London. The Robesons left 
the United States both to protest the treatment they had received by 
their own government and also with the hope that Paul’s career would 
irish again in Europe. A rented flat on Connaught Square in Lon¬ 
don would be their home base for the next five years, but they kept their 
irtment on Jumel Terrace in Harlem and continued to travel widely, 
had other tempting options during this period. For example, their 
old friend, President Nkrumah, offered to make Paul, and presumably 
Essie as well, citizens of Ghana. There they could have had a perma¬ 
nent solution to their troubles with the U.S. government, he reasoned. 2 
They graciously declined. The Du Boises would accept a similar offer 
a few years later. 
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Neither Essie nor Paul ever considered themselves true expati 
To fully embrace that identity would have been to allow the U.S. 
eminent to succeed in making them foreigners to their own corn 
They were very much a part of the United States in many ways—fa 
triends, culture, and history had created strong bonds—even as 
continued to be critical of the United States’ many flaws. They felt 
rooted in America, specifically Black America. Yet through their e: 
sive travels and wide social networks, Essie and Paul had on some 1 < 
also become citizens of the world. They both felt strong connt 
to the larger African Diaspora and to the many countries and culti 
with which they had come to identify. 

Immediately upon their arrival in London in 1958, Essie began 
establishing contacts with friends and colleagues there while Paul 
to work. He appeared on British television, signed a contract to 
form Othello at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre at Stratford-upon-A 
and joined his old friend Larry Brown for a sold-out concert at the 
nowned Royal Albert Hall. Peggy Middleton, who had helped to 
ordinate the London Paul Robeson Committee and who had bet 
a dear and trusted friend, threw a big welcome back party for 
and Paul right before his Royal Albert Hall concert with food, 
old friends, and a Ghanaian drummer who led the Robesons into 
gathering with a loud and lively processional. Essie loved it and 
the rest of the evening talking to the young drummer about Africa 
anthropology.* The Rohesons were welcomed warmly to Lont 
their Indian friends as well. They attended a cocktail party host* 
Krishna Menon, the U.N. diplomat Essie so admired, and Nan 
had them to tea at the Indian embassy in London. 4 

Essie would also see quite a bit of exiled Black communist 
Claudia Jones over the next few years. Jones, a native of Trinidad, 
been jailed and deported from the United States under the McCai 
Walter Act for her communist beliefs, and had resettled in Lot 
Essie liked and admired Jones, describing her once as an absol 
"brilliant” woman. 5 Jones greeted Paul and Essie upon their arrival. 
Essie would work with her in an African women’s organization 
early 1960s. Essie would also enthusiastically support Jones’s cult 
projects that involved London’s large and diverse West Indian coi 
nity. 6 

In August 1958 the Robesons went to the Soviet Union for a 
of work and relaxation. Paul gave a major public concert in Me 
attended by eighteen thousand cheering Russian fans. The couple 
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;led to a resort in Yalta where they dined and socialized with Soviet 
lier Nikita Khrushchev. A personal highlight of the trip for Essie 
a reunion with her brother Frank, whom she had not seen in nearly 
ide. Frank had had a hard time during the war; he had worked as 
lore and freight handler in Siberia when not performing with 
wrestling team. “1 worked like John Henry" during the war years, 
later recalled, referring to the fictional Black character who worked 
self to death—a character Paul would play on stage. But Franks 
was real. Every Russian citizen, including Frank, had been called 
to make sacrifices for the war etTort. So after leaving or having been 
from his job as a weight lifter in the circus, Frank did some very 
ling manual labor during the war years. He then returned to Mos- 
r. where he tried to make a new life for himself. 7 
The Robesons were welcomed warmly everywhere they went in the 
iet Union in 1958. Paul was a popular and much beloved figure. The 
case concerning his passport and his consistent statements in soli- 
itv with the Russian people had garnered wide publicity in the Soviet 
>n, adding to his celebrity. The most eventful and physically chal- 
lg part of their Russian visit in 1958 was their trek into the remote 
ion of Uzbekistan for the Asian and African Film Festival in Tash- 
u. It was hot and dusty in the Central Asian republic, and Paul and 
fie were on a tough and tight schedule, being toasted and honored at 
place and then another. During their time in Tashkent, while at- 
ling the historic film festival and concurrent Asian-African writers' 
;nce along with Du Bois and others, they managed to meet with 
Golden, the daughter of the Black Russian Oliver Golden, whom 
Robesons had met twenty years earlier. The twenty-four-year-old 
was honored to meet Essie and Paul as an adult (she had encoun- 
them as a child in the 1930s) and she had a specific purpose in 
for their meeting. She had been asked by senior Soviet scholar 
Potekhin to broach the subject with the Robesons of starting an 
fitute for African Studies in the Soviet Union that would be a na¬ 
il center for research and teaching. 6 
Essie was thrilled at the prospect of such an institute, and partici- 
ted actively in the conversations with Lily and subsequent discus- 
is with Potekhin, whom Essie would cross paths with a few months 
bter in Ghana. Those discussions led to the formation of the Institute 
for African Studies of the Soviet (now Russian) Academy of Sciences, 
:h Lily would later direct. 9 Essie would not be able to see the project 
fruition, but she had made her small contribution at an early, critical 
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stage. In fact, according to writer and activist Esther Cooper Js 
by the 1970s key Soviet scholars at the institute were crediting Ei 
with having had an important role in its creation. During a visit to 
institute around that time, Jackson recalls a talk by historian Anat< 
Gromyko in which he praised Essie by name, and suggested that the 
institute may never have come into existence if not for her quiet effc 
Another example of Essie’s close collegial relationship with Potel 
that he wrote the introduction to the Russian edition of her book Al 
can Journey, which was published in 1957, twelve years after its orij 
English version and twenty years after the trip that had inspired it. 1 

In his introduction, Potekhin had praised African Journey as “1 
first-hand impressions of a witness who relates to the African pe< 
with deep sympathy.” He went on to mark it as an important hist< 
cal text that took a snapshot of colonial Africa through the eyes of; 
anti-racist observer, at a time when such sensitive observations 
rare. Potekhin’s introduction also chronicles the two intervening 
cades between Essie’s 1936 visit to south and east Africa and pul 
tion of the Russian edition. Much struggle and change had oc< 
and the early mobilizations and discussions that Essie had witnt 
1936 were coming to fruition in the anti-colonial campaigns that 
peaked in 1957 and the years that immediately followed. In sumi 
the value of Essie’s contribution to African anti-colonial literature, 
respected Russian historian wrote: “Eslanda Robeson went to Africa 1 
gather material herself in order to refute the racist claims of the 
nizers. She accomplished this task with flying colors. Her book 
without a doubt, play a positive role. And now, in their active sti 
against colonialism, the African people themselves are confirming 
landa’s conclusions.” 11 

In December of 1958 Essie would make her third and last trip to 
African continent —this time to West Africa. Paul had been invit 
attend the All-African Peoples’ Conference (AAPC) in Ghana, but 
was heading off on a concert tour and could not accept. Essie had 
tention of missing this historic event, so she went in his place. More 
three hundred delegates and observers gathered from across Afri< 
well as from India, Canada, Australia, Indonesia, and various Ei 
countries. Representatives from twenty-eight African colonies st 
the throes of their independence struggles would be present. By it 
eighteen of those colonies would be independent. At the Accra mt 
Essie would meet some of the most influential African leaders on 
continent: Tom Mboya from Kenya, Patrice Lumumba of Congo. 
Hastings Banda of Nyasaland (Malawi). 12 
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Essie arrived at the tiny airstrip just outside Ghana’s capital, Accra, 
the morning; of December 8, 1958. She immediately felt the excite- 
lt all around her. The airport was “buzzing with activity,” and there 
welcome signs along the roads leading to the conference site. 15 The 
inaian government hosted Essie at what she described as a lovely 
ican villa. Having missed the 1955 Bandung Conference of African 
Asian nations in Indonesia and the five Pan-African conferences 
in Europe over the years, Essie was ecstatic to be a part of this 
)ric event in Ghana. “Africa is on her way" she exclaimed. 14 Ghana 
President Nkrumah held a special place in the history of African 
>endence, and in Essie’s mind and heart. The former British Gold 
>st colony was the first sub-Saharan nation to achieve full indepen- 
:e after World War II. Ghana and its eloquent and politically savvy 
leader, Nkrumah, had a great appeal to African Americans. A year 
lier, “Martin Luther King Jr. [had] stood on Accra’s polo grounds, 
lg with half a million other weeping and cheering people, when 
imah declared Ghana’s independence.” 15 For her part, Essie knew 
imah from her London years and had corresponded with him dur- 
the years leading up to Ghana’s independence in 1957. For her, visit¬ 
ing the independent nation of Ghana, after all the anti-colonial resis- 
:e she had witnessed, documented, and supported for nearly twenty 
irs, was a truly spectacular experience. Even though the continent as 
whole had a long way to go, Essie was thrilled that Ghana was leading 
way, not only by achieving independence for itself, but also by con- 
ling the AAPC to lend support to others. 

Essie attended the official sessions of the conference, notebook in 
id, and dined at the newly built Ambassador Hotel. The Accra con- 
;nce provided Essie an opportunity to reconnect with many mem¬ 
bers of her international political “family” as well as make new acquain- 
:es. She especially enjoyed spending time with the powerful group of 
>men who had gathered at the AAPC that year. She was disappointed 
the small number of women in the group—only eight women out of 
Ireds of official delegates—but they were an impressive lot. Shirley 
Graham Du Bois was one of only two women invited to address the 
plenary session of the conference, and she was there as a representative 
her esteemed but ailing husband. Mallama Gambo, the other woman 
10 spoke, discussed the suffering that she and her compatriots had 
endured during Nigeria's struggle for independence. Even before she 
entered the fight for national liberation, Gambo had waged a personal 
war for her own emancipation. A child bride of a polygamist aristocrat 
in northern Nigeria, Gambo, pregnant at the time, had defied custom 
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by leaving her husband and returning to her parents’ home. Soon after, 
she became involved in the struggle against colonialism. Gambo told 
being jailed and beaten for her political activity. She refused to be de¬ 
terred, and she insisted that other Africans also stay the course io\ 
freedom. Essie was inspired both by Gambo’s personal story and her 
political message. 

Two other women impressed Essie at the Accra meeting: Sj 
N abarawi, a leading Egyptian feminist, and Geeta Mukherjee, a 
cal Indian activist. Geeta would later be written about as a formidz 
figure in the political evolution of India. Nabarawi, with whom 
enjoyed a great personal rapport, had already made a name for herself i 
the Arab world by staging defiant symbolic protests in the 1920s agai 
the requirement that Muslim women wear the veil. She was a part of 1 
Egyptian Feminist Union and a member of the international advi* 
council to the U.S.-based Woman’s Party founded by sufi'ragist 
Paul. 16 Saiza was outspoken and edgy, just the kind of dinner coi 
ion Essie loved, and they shared many meals together during the 
ference. Geeta, more than twenty years younger than Essie and Sz 
was a sharp political voice in India’s powerful Communist Party. A 
the 1958 conference, she returned to India and became one of its 1 < 
ing left-wing voices and one of the few women in India's parliz 

Essie also met and spoke with “Miss I Iirtu Imru of Addis Abs 
about the situation in Ethiopia. 18 She was clearly drawn to the 
women, perhaps in part because, as another conference participant 1 
served, there was both palpable sexism and a powerful women’s pres 
at the AAPC. “The women, particularly the French-speaking woi 
were on fire!” wrote Black labor leader Maida Springer, who was at 1 
with Essie politically but shared her sentiments on women’s leat 
Springer described overhearing men complain and even mock soi 
the female delegates, an experience that for her underscored that 
African liberation struggle still had a long way to go before acl 
ing gender equity. 19 Essie openly expressed her own disappoint 
that more women were not at the gathering, since “100 million 
in Africa have undertaken their responsibility in the fight” and 
her view should be fully represented at international gatherings. 2 
whole population cannot be properly mobilized if half of it is of 
ignored,” Essie added. 21 Even so, Essie beamed with a hopeful pri< 
she sat next to her old friend Shirley Du Bois in an independent ■ 
surrounded by leaders of the anti-colonial movement and under 
and banners proclaiming “Africa Will Be Free,” “Africa for the A 
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' and “Self-Determination for All People." At this historic event, 
was reminded of the emotions she had experienced at the United 
>ns’ founding a little over a decade before. 22 
The Ghana conference was significant on many levels. In Essie’s 
it achieved three critical political objectives: greater unity between 
;rs in northern and southern Africa; a vow of support for the armed 
ition movements that were under way; and a powerful show of 
>-Asian solidarity.” In particular, Essie reported positively on Gha- 
president Kwame Nkrumah’s notion of “Pan-African socialism." 
Je observed that new African leaders were building on African iradi- 
of communalism but rejecting the divisiveness and often corrupt 
litions of “chieftainships" and tribalism. And she was hopeful about 
;atcr Pan-African unity that would include north and sub-Saharan 
:a. The depth and skill she demonstrated in her reporting showed 
how much she had developed as a writer and thinker since her visit 
1 the African continent in 1936, when she had simply offered admiring 
lise for the African royalty she had met. 

In her review of the events at Accra, Essie also insisted that rumors 
split between Nkrumah and Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser were 
>lown if not fabricated altogether, and supported the use of rnili- 
tactics in the campaigns for African independence. She admiringly 
erased delegates to the Accra conference—many of whom were 
filed in, or had recently emerged from, armed struggles for libera- 
1—as having “declared that ‘Africans will not turn the other cheek,' 
'if you hit us we will hit you back.’” 24 In support of this position, 
asked rhetorically, “How effective will non-violence be against the 
llity ol the French in Algeria or Cameroons, against white settlers 
Kenya and South Africa?" 25 Significantly, in Essie's view, this w'as a 
ical way in w hich the struggles in the United States and Africa dif- 
I: that is, w'hile nonviolent protest seemed to be making modest 
Iway against racism in the United States, many colonial elites were 
loved by such protests, so other tactics had to be employed. At the 
le time she recognized the right of housing activists in Trumbull 
Park in Chicago to defend their homes against violent racist mobs. 

Essie was pleased, too, that a delegation of Indian representatives like 
;eta Mukherjee was on hand to show solidarity for the event. More 
than anything, Essie w'as optimistic that this landmark gathering rep¬ 
uted a new' point of departure for Africa. As she saw it, “Africans 
plan to assert, as from now, a new African personality in world affairs 
and at world forums, and above all, this African personality will ex- 
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press an independent sovereign African people.” By contrast she con¬ 
demned “African Uncle Toms, these would-be Frenchmen, Britons etc., 
the especially-trained Black ’elite,’” who had been allowed to speak for 
Africa and would be displaced by “the authentic voice of the Afri 
people.” 26 

What did she mean by African authenticity? Essie made a clear dis¬ 
tinction between leaders who demonstrated a commitment to endi 
colonial rule in all of its forms and empowering the African mass 
and those who saw themselves as extensions of or in alliance with white 
colonial elites. Authentic leaders were defiant; they refused to acqui¬ 
esce to the desires of the West and were relatively unconcerned with 
how they were perceived by American and European leaders. She and 
others were rightly concerned about the specter of neo-colonialisn 
Essie applauded the rise of the “new type of leader" who was “saying 
healthy resounding no! to their former masters (not even a respect 
no sir), and are starting out on their own road to freedom.” According 
she praised Kenyan Tom Mboya’s militant support for “all fighters fori 
freedom in Africa,” even those “who are compelled to retaliate agair 
violence,” and touted Hastings Banda’s brazen remarks about reject 
“stooges" who collaborated with colonialism. “This is a new era,” Et. 
exclaimed, perhaps remembering the more modest proposals she h 
heard in the Congo in 1946 —“and a new .African leadership is emerg' 

-the end of colonialism is at hand.” 27 Sadly, all of the young Afrit 

leaders who spoke with such idealism in 1958 would not live up to thv 
promises to serve the African masses, but that future was not evident 
the Accra gathering. 

Essie left Ghana on a turbulent flight through stormy skies, stoppi 
in Kano, Nigeria, and Barcelona, Spain, before heading back to Lo 
don. She was anxious to monitor the political rumblings back home 
the United States. 2 * 4 A new Black leadership was emerging there a _ 
changing the social, cultural, and political landscape. Before Essie ar 
Paul left the States, she had watched and read with great interest as tl 
Montgomery Bus Boycott unfolded over the course of 1956, and s’ 
had listened on the radio to—and read quotes in the newspaper by—t 
young charismatic minister Martin Luther King Jr. She and Paul f 
attended the 1957 civil rights march and waited with hopeful anticif 
tion to sec what would come next. Essie praised the new direct-acti 
tactics that were being deployed and recognized the great potential 
the new Southern-based Black freedom struggle. 

During the early 1950s, years before Rosa Parks’s defiant star 


E 

: 


A FAILING BODY AND A HOPEFUL HEAP* 


•I' l §■!' § 9 * 9-2'g I' 



that triggered the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Essie had covered po¬ 
litical stories about Southern Black resistance efforts and the violence 
ey sparked in others seeking to undermine those efforts. She wrote a 
.-erful essay in 1951 condemning the Christmas Day bombing of the 
me of NAACP activist Harry T. Moore and his wife, Harriette, in 
ims, Florida. The couple was killed in the blast. Moore had led the 
%ht for pay equity for Black and white teachers, spoken out against 
nching and police brutality, and advocated for Black voter registra- 
m. The local Ku Klux Klan was implicated in the case, but no arrests 
were ever made. 

The Moores' case and other instances of unpunished racist violence 
drew Essie’s ire. For months before the Moore murders she had been 
vocating a more militant stance against racisim. In “A Call to the 
-.igro People: Begging Should End Now,” penned in April 1951 and 
published in /'he California Eagle, she issued her own call to action. 29 
“1 believe the time has come for us, the Negro People, to stop think- 
of ourselves in terms of inferiority-asking, pleading, begging for 
crust or two of the bread of citizenship. The time has come for us to 
nand the whole loaf.” She then posed a provocative rhetorical ques- 
n: In light of the anti-colonial struggles the world over, “shall we, the 
«vgro people, be quiet?” Her answer was no. “We must revolutionize 
~r thinking." Essie insisted, pointing to the former colonial subjects 
ound the world who had risen up to claim independence. 50 “The ma- 
-ity of the Colored people of Asia have fought their way up and out 
om under white Colonial domination,” she wrote. “The rest of Asia, 
Africa and the West Indies are fighting now to come up and out from 
under. ‘There are rumblings in every village from the Mediterranean to 
the Pacific’—yet here we are, the Negro people of the United States, still 
‘ iking and talking and behaving as though the Colored Peoples of the 
’rid, including ourselves, were still in slavery, still servants of the ‘Free 
iNations.” " Her words were brazen, even more so since she and Paul 
were at that very moment being hounded, harassed, and spied on. Rather 
than succumb to the intimidation, Essie went out of her way to voice her 
ssent as loudly as she could. “I’m not going to sit quiet,” she insisted. 

“ They’ll have to put me in jail, or kill me, before I’ll permit it.” 52 

In a speech to the National Association of Colored Women (NACW) 
m 1954, Essie had injected a gender analysis into her Black international¬ 
ist perspective. "It isn’t a man’s world any longer. It never was —men just 
said it was, and took over,” she told her “sisters” at the NACW meeting 
Oakland. As always she framed the Black experience in a global con- 
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text. To make these issues relevant to her audience, she created analo 
gies among colonialism, slavery, and domestic service. “Negro pe 
know and understand,” she intoned, “what happens when you are force 
to build a house for somebody else, and to take care of somebody else 
children, when the Master or Mistress has no interest in you, considei 
ation for vou, and doesn't even pay you well for your work, but treai 
you with, not respect nor dignity, [but] as a slave or animal. ... Vo 
definitely will have no love or respect for the tyrant who forces vo 
to work.” She described socialist countries and former colonies wher 
people, particularly women, no longer felt the yoke of oppre 
having been freed from their colonial “masters." Citing India, Indo 
nesia, China, Burma, and Eastern Europe as examples, she argued thj 
there had been stark improvements in the lives and opportunities 
women, not because of benevolence of men or “because of ad 
thinking, but because of necessity.”” Women, she said, are essential 
the struggle and critical for building a new society. As a starting poii 
for her American “sisters” to demand and expect greater inclusion, 
suggested that they see themselves as people first and women sec 
Contemporary feminists might bristle at this formulation, but Essie 
not mean to say that gender should be put on the back burner; only th; 
traditional notions of womanhood should be. 

Essie even used her eulogy at the funeral of Black Communist Pan* 
leader James Ford to underscore the importance of women’s lead 
After apologizing for Paul’s absence, expressing her condolences to 
family, and commenting on Ford's integrity and good humor, she c 
to highlight his progressive attitude on women’s leadership in Left 
tics. “I especially appreciated his awareness of the status of wo 
our world. He understood —as not enough men do —the contri 
that women have made, and continue to make, in the struggle for 
dom, equality and democracy in our country.”” 

Ford’s death in 1957 at age sixty-three may also have prompted 
to think long and hard about her own life and mortality. Essie had 
ready survived a bout with breast cancer. Treatments at Beth Israel H« 
pital had been successful: in 1956 Essie had confided to a friend that 
felt hopeful about her prognosis. 36 In 1958, however, she was dia 
with cervical cancer and then uterine cancer. It was unclear if the 
cancer had recurred and metastasized after her mastectomy or w 
these were new cancers, but either way, the treatments she rece 
ginning in 1958 were painful and prolonged. Throughout it all, 
was as tough in her fight against the disease that had colonized her 
as she was in the political struggles she waged so tirelessly. True to 
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E-ssie worked a lot and complained only a little. She adopted the attitude 
that she had already overcome a lot of hurdles in her life and could con¬ 
quer this one as well. 

In January 1959, Essie traveled to the Soviet Union to undergo radio- 
;rapy for her cancer. Paul also received treatment at the same hospi- 
for a matrix of ill-defined ailments, which were later diagnosed as 
form of depression. Essie was in the hospital five long and difficult 
eeks. She tried to be upbeat in her letters to Paul Jr. and Marilyn as 
well as other friends back home. She wrote about the lovely accom¬ 
odations, the kind and competent staff, and the flowers, cards, and 
"it baskets from well-wishers around the world. She boasted of her 
>roved Russian language skills and that she had a lovely typewriter 
her room so that she could continue her writing projects. She told 
.ends that her doctor, a young Russian woman, was “very skillful and 

ry very expert-I have every confidence in her."*" As much as pos- 

)le Essie tried to convince others, and perhaps herself, that she and 
Paul would be okay at the end of this ordeal.* 8 She wanted desperately 
“ recover and resume her life. 

Essie had to admit at one point that the medical procedures she was 
dng were absolutely “rugged." Since Essie was generally tough as 
nails and not prone to complain, it must have been pretty bad. Her pri¬ 
mary treatment consisted of having radium injected into her uterus 
over a twenty-four-hour period, during which she had to lie perfectly 
still. The procedure was repeated five times over the course of her stay, 
each time followed by twenty-five gamma ray treatments, which left 
her in “continuous pain” and feeling absolutely “wicked.” Paul was dis¬ 
charged from the hospital before Essie’s therapy regimen was complete. 
He returned to their London apartment, leaving Essie to endure the 
rest of her medical treatments alone. Health problems notwithstanding, 
Paul still had to earn a living and he had contracted to appear in another 
production of Othello , this time at the famed Royal Shakespeare The¬ 
atre at Stratford-upon-Avon, outside London. He felt he had to return 
to prepare for the part. Essie persevered. ,v In fact, she worried aloud to 
friends not about herself, but about how Paul would manage in London 
without her. 40 

( Essie was discharged soon after Paul's departure. Her British friend 
Peggy Middleton, who had become so devoted to her, met Essie during 
her flight’s layover in Paris to help her the rest of the way back to Lon¬ 
don. Essie accepted the help because, as she put it, she was feeling “just 
a bit wobbly.” 41 

The very difficult year of 1959 was punctuated in the summer by 
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an extended visit from Paul Jr. and his family. In these years, family — 
including her extended family of friends—was more important to Essie 
than ever. After losing her mother, she had become doubly devoted 
Paul Jr.; his wife, Marilyn; and their two children, David and Susan, who 
were eight and six, respectively. Essie absolutely adored her grandchil¬ 
dren, and gushed when describing them to friends. So she was thrilled 
when “Pauli” (which is how she continued to address her grown son) 
and his family came to London for several weeks in July of 1959. 
was so immersed in the Othello production, which co-starred Laurt 
Olivier, that he rarely made it back to the Connaught Square flat- 
instead, for the duration of the production, he stayed in a rented 
just outside Stratford-upon-Avon in order to devote all ot his enei 
to the play. When the younger Robesons came to visit Essie, then, s 
had them all to herself for several days, which gave her a “new lease 
life." 42 After Essie arranged for the whole crew to go up to Stratfc 
for one of Paul’s performances, Paul Jr. and Marilyn left for the YVc 
Youth Festival in Vienna (where Paul Sr. flew in briefly to deliver t 
closing remarks and to sing for a crowd of 25,000), leaving David a: 
Susan behind with their thrilled grandmother. Paul Jr. reflected yes 
later that Essie “delighted in being a grandmother, and [the chile 
adored their‘Nana.’” 4} 

Despite these happy interludes, Paul and Essie’s family life ovi 
was far from blissful. Essie was tired and frustrated. They were 
being spied on by United States and British intelligence, and at tii 
Essie did not feel safe, let alone secure. Paul’s sometimes erratic be! 
ior continued to grind on her, especially when she was ill. When 
Marilyn, and Paul Jr. returned from Vienna, Paul began to discuss 
possibility of returning to the States on a permanent basis. Essie, 
ever, was nervous about the prospect of going home. They had 
persecuted and hounded by the U.S. government, and some frit 
had suffered even worse fates. The situation came to a head one 
ning when she overheard Paul expressing to Paul Jr. his desire to go 
to the States. Angry and afraid, she accused Paul of selfish pursuits, 1 
philandering and recklessness, and then, nearly in tears, confessed 
real fear: that he was “going to get himself killed." It was obvious 
Paul Jr. that his mother was under enormous emotional strain and tl 
the relationship between his parents was tense, to say the least. 44 
this storm cloud, too, would pass. As she had done many times over t 
years, Essie pulled herself together and carried on. 

At the end of 1959 Paul ended Othello in what Essie described 
blaze of glory.” She, however, was not doing well at all. In November,' 
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ke up in the middle of the night “with screaming pain.” Paul took her 
the hospital where she was admitted right away. The diagnosis was 
ulcer caused by the radiation she had received as a part of her cancer 
tment. She was given codeine to relieve the pain, but her mobility 
compromised. She was grateful that Larry Brown was nearby and 
helped with errands. Her friend, Peggy Middleton, whom she increas- 
ly treated as extended family, also came by regularly to help w ith 
the correspondence and other business that filled Essie’s desk. It w as a 
eling winter. 45 In addition to her physical suffering, Essie was hor¬ 
ribly frustrated by these periods of incapacitation; it made her furious 
that illness was getting in the way of her plans. She lived on the move; 
she lived to make things happen. In an apology to the head of the As- 
iated Negro Press, Claude Barnett, for missing an interview with 
inea’s president w hen the president was in London, she fumed: “I am 
sted with myself as a reporter.. . . Sekou Toure and his wife were 
in London, searching for me, and I was in hospital, very very sick.” 46 
Essie also had intended to travel as a journalist with Soviet Premier 
N ikita Khrushchev on his first visit to Africa, but that too had to be put 
on hold. (In the end, Khrushchev canceled the trip for other reasons.) 47 

Although Essie w-as wrestling with an array of health problems, both 
hers and Paul’s, from across the Atlantic she was still carefully observing 
and weighing in on U.S. politics. George Murphy wrote to Essie about 
the desegregation student sit-in movement that had begun in Febru¬ 
ary in Greensboro, North Carolina, and spread quickly throughout the 
South. Other friends sent her newspaper clippings indicating that the 
Black Freedom movement was gaining momentum. 

In October and November of i960, during a brief window of simul¬ 
taneous good health, Paul and Essie traveled to Australia and New Zea¬ 
land for a ten-week concert tour. Essie was pleased to receive her own 
press coverage this time. While Paul and Larry performed in concerts, 
she helped with the tour and set up meetings with local activists, artists, 
and scholars. The press there loved her. One article w'ith the headline 
“Airs. Robeson Is Notable Too" described Essie as “a woman of great 
charm and intelligence w'ho has had a fascinating career of her own.” 
Another article in a Melbourne paper noted with praise that she “de¬ 
votes much of her time and many-sided talents to supporting the ad¬ 
vancement of the Negro people in the United States and Africa.” Posi¬ 
tive media coverage aside, Essie and Paul both recognized immediately 
the racism suffered by the indigenous people in Australia and New Zea¬ 
land, and spoke out against it. 48 

On November 10, Essie gave a keynote address at a luncheon hosted 
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by the Union of Australian Women (UAW) in Sydney. The UAW had 
been formed in 1950 by women involved in leftist, labor, and peace 
organizations, and it embraced a “militant policy and action-oriented 
programme." 49 While the group focused primarily on women’s eco ^ 
nomic issues, they also allied themselves with indigenous struggles: “We 
have always supported the aboriginal people in their struggle for land 
rights and self determination.” 50 In her remarks before the UAW, Essie 
took the opportunity to address not only U.S. race relations and Afri¬ 
can decolonization, the two topics she spoke about most frequently, but 
also the importance of women’s leadership “in all spheres" of society, 
am not a feminist,” she said (although her remarks suggest otherwise- 
“but 1 believe very strongly that since women are half the population on 
earth that they should exert at least half the power.’* 51 

While they were in New Zealand, Paul and Essie encountered rep¬ 
resentatives of the indigenous Maori people. Essie was pleased to meet, 
talk, and exchange gifts with the Maori, because she was eager to show 
her solidarity with their struggle. In one of their meetings she was gi 
a traditional “challenge staff," also referred to as a “rakau,” which the 
Maori lay down before distinguished guests as part of an honorific wel¬ 
coming ritual. This rakau became one of Essie’s treasured possessi< 
one that she proudly displayed in a photograph taken for a local pa 
during her visit. 52 

Essie and Paul both seemed to find the trip to Australia and N 
Zealand deeply meaningful and affirming, albeit “exhausting.” 55 A 
while politically they were on the same page, personally they were a 
experiencing some friction. Paul was depressed and tired and se 
to take it out on Essie. She wrote a frustrated letter to Freda Dial, 
complaining, “He is angrier than ever, and it makes me shudder, 
cause he is so often angry at all the wrong people, and so often un..., 
essarily angry.” 54 Even though Essie confessed that she was literally “f. 
up” with Paul’s behavior, she persevered, and they returned to Engl 
together. Paul required more medical care soon after their return. 55 

More than simply angry and frustrated, Essie was becoming inert, 
ingly worried about Paul. A particularly alarming incident occurred 
March 1961. Paul was in Moscow without Essie and there was a p 
in his hotel room in which there was a lot of drinking and several u 
vited guests. The next morning, Paul found himself in a Moscow 
pital bed, having slashed his own wrists with razor blades in an appi. 
suicide attempt. Essie was called and immediately booked a flight f 
London to Moscow to help. Few people know exactly what hap 
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j that night; Paul had been discovered in the bathroom of his hotel room 
' ' his translator, Irina. Years later, Paul Jr., through his own investiga- 
is and review of declassified U.S. government documents, obtained 
dling evidence that the CIA and the British intelligence agency 
' have conspired to administer I.SD to Paul in an effort to undo him 
ipletely. The Russian hotel incident may have somehow been a part 
f that scheme. Although there is no ironclad proof, the theory is not 
“'etched, given the threat that Robeson still represented to the Cold 
•agenda, the powerful political influence he could have had on the 
ving Black struggle in the United States, and what recent scholar- 
I ship has revealed about what the FBI and CIA were capable of doin» in 
ose days to undermine leftist and radical leaders. It is also significant 
at right belore his alleged suicide attempt, Paul had been preparing 
• travel to Cuba. Had.this incident not occurred, he would have likely 
en with Fidel Castro when the failed U.S.-led Bay of Pigs invasion 
ok place in April 1961. 56 

.As disturbing as this incident was, Paul survived and was back on his 
feet, even il not fully recovered, within a few short weeks.” Fie was still 
vulnerable, though, and lacked much of the vigor and vitality of his 
irmer self. His Soviet doctors diagnosed him with “depressive para- 
Diac psychosis" and began treating him with mild tranquilizers, which 
smed to help fora time. 58 He was then referred to Barveekha (or Bar- 
cha) Sanitorium, a highly regarded Russian facility where W. E. B. 
Du Bois had gone to rest and rehabilitate. By early May, Paul Sr., Essie, 
and Paul Jr. were all recuperating in a “luxurious cottage” on the sana¬ 
torium’s grounds. Having come to Moscow to investigate what had 
appened to his father in March, Paul Jr. also suffered an inexplicable 
mental breakdown that included “severe hallucinations and extreme 
paranoia,” symptoms remarkably similar to those his father had experi- 
[ enced before the suicide attempt. Since he never suffered from a similar 
episode before or after that incident, Paul Jr. later concluded that his 
breakdown was also drug induced. 50 Whatever the cause of this strange 
series of events, Essie found herself in a familiar but foreign country 
tending to the two men she loved most in the world, unsure what the 
future held for any of them. With her physical energies depleted and 
nerves frayed, Essie welcomed the opportunity to stay at Barveekha 
with her two Pauls for several weeks to rest and get her strength back. 

Paul Jr. returned to the States first, and Essie and Paul left for Lon¬ 
don in June. Essie was glad to get back to her own flat, her own things, 
her own life. But she enjoyed the comforts of home only briefly-they 
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were both back in the hospital in Moscow by the month's end. They 
trusted their Russian doctors and so they were willing to make the trek 
to get the very fine health care that was provided to them for free. Still, 
Essie was beginning to become “seriously discouraged” about Paul's 
condition. And moreover she had to navigate a minefield of qu 
from worried family and friends. In a letter to Paul Jr. and Marilyn in 
July 1961, Essie insisted that she was telling those who inquired exactly 
“what Paul asked me to tell them" about his condition. She said he did 
not want all of the details spread about, and she was abiding by his 
wishes. A week later, she curtly turned the problem over to Paul Jr. 
and Marilyn. “As to explanations, we will leave that entirely to you 
Marilyn from here on in,” she wrote, “I have too much on my han| 
on this end to even care." She confessed that she was simply “try 
to survive and cope.” 60 But inquiries and complaints about how she 
was handling Paul’s condition persisted. A letter from Paul’s law) 
and friend Bob Rockmore, whom Essie had never liked and consid 
Paul’s friend and not hers, must have been especially exasperating, 
have been and still am extremely disturbed over the whole situatioi 
the more so because of the vague and ambiguous statements you ir 
to me,” Rockmore declared. 61 At that point, his concerns were sir 
not a priority for Essie. 

Despite all the difficulties and strains, Essie did keep up her perse 
correspondence with individuals whom she respected and cared abc 
from 1 larlem to Accra to Delhi. Even though the letters were spor 
and there were periods when Essie was simply too worn out to w 
her spirited passion for Africa, social justice, and her colorful coter 
friends was unwavering. For example, she continued exchanging c 
did letters with Shirley Graham Du Bois throughout the early 1960s 
issues ranging from personal health to world politics. 62 When Shii 
and W. E. B. Du Bois relocated to Ghana in 1961, Shirley wrote to E 
with all the details of the move, their accommodations, and her ho r 
for their new life in Africa. Essie in turn confided in Shirley about * 
ups and downs in her own life, and indulged in hopeful specula 
about new political changes on the horizon. 6 * So close were the , 
couples that the Du Boises stayed at the Robesons’ London flat wl 
Essie and Paul were in Moscow. 64 

By October 1961, Paul was in residence at an exclusive nursing 
psychiatric facility on the outskirts of London called The Priory, w l 
he remained of!' and on for nearly two years. His symptoms of dep 
sion and disorientation had persisted and Essie placed him there, ini 
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mind, as a last resort. She had made the difficult decision on the advice 
of his London doctors. She felt she was doing what was best for Paul 
under the circumstances. His Russian doctors did not agree with the 
atment plan mapped out at The Priory, and Essie did not consult 
with Paul Jr. in making the decision, a fact that caused considerable ten¬ 
sion between them. The decision to place Paul in The Priory proved to 
be a fateful one, since he received debilitating electroconvulsive ther¬ 
apy at the facility, after which, according to Paul Jr., his father was never 
the same. 65 

Essie surely made decisions about Paul’s health with the best of in- 
tions. She loved Paul dearly, even after all they had been through, 
or perhaps because of it. She visited him dutifully when he was at The 
Priory, even though doing so required taking a complicated route, and 
she brought him home-cooked meals to try to lift his spirits. For his 
birthday in 1962, she sent a letter to all their friends urging them to 
send “an avalanche” of cards to cheer him up. 66 She also took a regu¬ 
lar stream of visitors to see him, and on weekends she would shuttle 
him to their London flat in the hope that the familiar and comfort¬ 
able surroundings would aid in his recovery. Above all, she wanted 
"her Paul" back. One Sunday afternoon in October the two of them sat 
around and watched rugby matches on television, “had tea ” talked, and 
napped. Essie was being her most nurturing self. 67 And once again she 
was putting her own needs on the back burner. Although the future was 
certain, Essie's devotion to Paul was not. 

Essie Robeson was a willful woman. If she could have willed Paul 
back to good health, she certainly would have. But this was a problem 
that sheer willpower could not entirely resolve, and Essie was no longer 
a healthy young woman. Caring for Paul and overseeing his care and 
eatments was a sacrifice for Essie: it took her away from the writing 
and public speaking projects she so en joyed, and much of her effort was 
at the expense of her own deteriorating health, which unbeknownst to 
her was to be again severely challenged by cancer. Nonetheless she did 
all that she did willingly and lovingly. Essie navigated the straightest 
path she could through dark and uncertain waters. 68 
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ALWAYS THE FIGHTER: 

A PEN AS HER WEAPON, 
1961-1965 


In fighting a just cause , in resisting oppression , there is dignity. 

Eslanda Robeson 

Throughout her protracted bouts with cancer and other illnesses, E 
wrote. For her, writing was cathartic and clarifying. Long before her 
words were published, writing was her way of coping with and un 
standing her life and the world around her. In the 1920s and 1930s, she 
kept a diary to chronicle life's twists and turns, to vent her frustrati 
and clear her head. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, in addition to 
political journalism, and as she wrestled with her own mortality, w 
ing took on even greater therapeutic importance, and she wrote wi 
great ferocity and urgency, this time for a public readership. There w 
always writing projects on her desk. One especially consuming en 
prise was her effort to sort, revise, and edit her notes from her 1 
trip to Congo—a project that she hoped would become another 
She also drafted a proposal for a collection of her articles and e 
that she intended to pitch to a publisher. Finally, and most ambiti 
she dreamed of crafting a comprehensive “survey" text on sub-S 
Africa, but ultimately life was too short for that too. More modest w 
ing assignments were manageable, and would have to do. 

Essie did publish numerous articles in the 1960s on topics incl 
the United Nations, civil rights protests, and the fast-changing poli 
world. In fact, she turned out an amazing volume of essays and 
in this period. It was as if she was racing against time to have her 
And she had something to say about a wide range of international i 
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from the Caribbean to North Africa to Asia to sub-Saharan Africa, to 
changing racial landscape in the United States. With strong opin- 
and heartfelt loyalties, Essie wielded her pen as a political weapon, 
she was unafraid of Controversy- 

One hotspot Essie wrote about in the early 1960s was Cuba. Al¬ 
ii she had never visited the island (she and Paul had planned to 
so but their plans were thwarted by illness), she came to know it 
ugh books, articles, and films. The Caribbean nation had undcr- 
e a revolution in 1959 to oust the U.S.-backed dictator Fulgencio 
ista. By 1961, the new Cuban leaders had embraced communism and 
ed themselves with the Soviet Union. In April of that year. President 
n F. Kennedy authorized an ill-conceived invasion of the island at 
now famed Bay of Pigs, an effort spearheaded by U.S.-trained anti- 
unist Cuban exiles living in Miami. The plan was to topple Fidel 
tro’s two-year-old government and strike a blow against Soviet en- 
chmcnt into the Western Hemisphere. Essie actually wrote one 
c about Cuba right before the invasion; she then added a postscript 
t the failed foray. In the essay Essie used the film Island in Flumes , 
ch she had just seen in Moscow, to introduce readers to Cuban his- 
and politics. She described a country in transition, moving from 
oppressive dictatorship to something more hopeful. “ The Cuban 
le, led by Fidel Castro, fought their way out from under Batista 
and the American Dollar, and are now happily building Cuba for them- 
she wrote. 1 The unpublished postscript was harshly critical of 
U.S.-led invasion: “The island was in flames for several days re- 
tly when the United States sponsored and supported an emigre in¬ 
ion of Cuba. But the people of Cuba rallied immediately to their 
der and successfully defended their revolution." 2 
In 1961, Essie wrote a series of articles for the Chicago-based Asso¬ 
ciated Negro Press about the annual meeting of the Family Council of 
the British Commonwealth of Nations (BCN) in London, where prime 
ters from former and current British colonies and territories had 
thered to discuss issues of common concern. Essie analyzed their elis¬ 
ions and debates about South Africa, a place and a struggle dear to 
her.' Indeed, of all the issues addressed by the gathering, South Africa 
was the most contentious and prolonged. South Africa was scheduled 
officially become an independent republic in .May, and the white 
rship had requested that it continue to enjoy the rights and privi¬ 
leges of membership in the commonwealth. As Essie noted, although 
the question had been buried in the agenda, perhaps to disguise its sig- 
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nificance, the leaders of formerly colonial African and Asian nati< 
rose up in protest. They demanded that South Africa’s system of apart¬ 
heid he on the table for examination if it was going to be a part of the 
commonwealth. And they questioned whether Black- and Brown -1 
nations would be afforded the courtesy of having embassies in Pret< 
and whether their diplomats would be able to live and travel freely 
the country. South African prime minister Hendrik Verwoerd ball 
at that idea, and his government’s effort to gain commonwealth acc< 
tance collapsed under the pressure. 

Essie applauded the roles played by Ghana’s president, Kws 
Nkrumah, and her old friend Jawaharlal Nehru, India's prime 
ter, in thwarting South Africa's plans. 4 Still invigorated from their 
cent independence movements, these leaders successfully pushed 
against the longstanding hegemony of the West. South Africa was still; 
racist country with a system of whites-only rule, but at least it had 
denied the veneer of respectability that membership in the BCN 
have afforded. This small victory was all the more meaningful bet 
it occurred almost exactly one year after the Sharpeville massacre 
South Africa, when sixty-nine Black South Africans in the Trai 
region had been killed by authorities for protesting the country's 
pressive laws. 

On March 19,1961, the one-year anniversary of the Sharpeville 
sacre, just after the BCN meeting ended, Essie was one of the spei 
at a massive outdoor rally in London’s Trafalgar Square. She spoke 
crowd of two thousand alongside other anti-apartheid activists, inc 
ing members of Parliament, but the rally was not without opposit 
A tiny group from the “Keep England White” movement heckled 
speakers from the periphery and scuffled with police. Thirty 
were arrested, though none of the hecklers had much of an effect on 
group’s message. 5 The Trafalgar rally was a rousing success and, 
with similar protests around the world, signaled the beginnings of 
international anti-apartheid movement. 

The Congo was also on Essie’s mind in 1961. The newly indej 
nation’s charismatic young prime minister, Patrice Lumumba, wl 
Essie had met in Ghana in 1958, had been overthrown in a violent 1 
and later assassinated. The CIA was implicated. Essie had a special 
tachment to the Congo because of the time she had spent there, and: 
was deeply troubled by Lumumba’s tragic death. She wrote to a fr 
that she derived some hope from the people’s response to the ci 
the Congo; instead of silence, there had been “riots all over the 
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protest.” 6 There was so much upheaval that U.N. Secretary-General 
ag Hammarskjold, with whom Essie was acquainted, responded to the 
crisis by arranging to travel there to see for himself what was going on. 
He died in a suspicious plane crash en route. 7 

Kenya was yet another important anti-colonial battleground in the 
lv 1960s. Essie’s old friend and former classmate at the London 
1 of Economics, Jomo Kenyatta, who would in a few short years 
ome the first prime minister and later president of Kenya, was at the 
ter of that fight. Kenyatta had been jailed in 1952, after the famous 
penguria Six" trial, for allegedly attempting to overthrow the colo¬ 
nial regime during the Mau Mau Uprising. He remained in prison for 
n years. In 1961, Kenyatta was under house arrest in a remote area 
the colony, and there was growing pressure on the colonial authori¬ 
ties to free him. In January of that year, Essie wrote an open letter de- 
ing Kenyatta and demanding his immediate release. 8 Petitioners 
ughout Africa and around the world did the same. Essie’s letter re¬ 
ferred in part to her personal relationship with Kenyatta, which began 
the 1930s when they both attended one of Bronislaw Malinowski’s 
pology seminars at LSE. 9 Kenyatta had even played an extra in 
film that Paul and Essie so came to regret, Sanders of the Rivet : Essie 
d Kenyatta had an intellectual bond, and he had had a great influence 
her thinking. “Before I met Kenyatta,” Essie wrote, “I was studying 
ropology (and Africa) in theory. Kenyatta brought it to life for me, 
and took me out of the textbooks into African life itself. I was fascinated 
his stories, and he, recognizing this, gave me much interesting and 
ful information about his tribe, the Kikuyu, and about their lives in 
country, Kenya.” She described Kenyatta as “a brilliant, informed, 
tie, tolerant, courageous human being." Essie knew his character 
and actions were being distorted by the British press, which described 
him as “violent" and “dangerous." She recalled the patient and methodi¬ 
cal activist who compiled petitions and legal arguments to put before 
the British authorities. In her letter, Essie argued that the “trial of Ken- 
tta was a world scandal. His conviction and imprisonment [were] a 
ceful injustice." 10 

Essie lent her support to African independence struggles directly 
ugh expressions of solidarity and her advocacy) and indireedy 
lobbying non-African friends also to lend their support). One such 
d was Indian prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru. Essie sent him 
y articles on Africa and African anti-colonial struggles. In 1955, in 
wake of the historic Bandung conference, he expressed how their 
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exchanges had influenced him and reaffirmed his own commit 
to African freedom. I Ic wrote to Essie: “The more I think of it, the 
more deeply I feel how important this question of Africa is. I am 
whelmed at the thought of the long agony of the African people.”" 

By the early 1960s, Africa was on fire. The year i960 had marked 
culmination of independence struggles in some seventeen coun 
and for the next several years the peoples of the continent were ex 
encing the volatility and danger that came with transitions of 
cal power. Essie was an astute observer and student of the social 
political developments on the African continent. When she first 
to Africa in 1936 she had been a bit naive in her expectations and 
servations, but by the early 1960s she had become a savvy analyst 
largely self-taught scholar and expert. She was clear in general a 
what side she was on in the fight against colonialism, but she also wa 
to ground her articles, pamphlets, speeches, and editorials in solid 
dence and accurate information. Excerpts from her weekly note 
illustrate how seriously she took the task of researching and 
about Africa. In a converted address book, Essie took fastidious 
copious notes on the daily developments in Africa and beyond. Ci 
several U.S. and British newspapers as well as meetings, lectures, 
press conferences that she had attended, Essie essentially made her 
up-to-date encyclopedia of Africa. The “A” section, for example, 
with detailed notes from her study of Angola. She doesn’t cite s 
sources in this entry, but her comments are extensive. The forces 
Angola are “split into the union of Peoples of Angola (UPA)... led 
Roberto Holden [Holden Roberto]," she writes. “MPLA is the st 
est liberation movement in Angola, is completely multiracial and 
branches in both towns and cities, [and] has a program not only 
political independence,” she observes significantly, “but also for 
nomic and political changes after liberation. Both groups have 
armies.” 12 

Essie monitored all the various gatherings on the African conti 
as they pertained to the terms of the rapidly evolving political 
don. In reading her political journal we are reminded of the e 
sive activity and multiple deliberations that marked this period 
new African nations came onto the world stage. Significant co 
ences included a gathering in Monrovia in May of 1961; a “confi 
at Addis Ababa of the Pan African Freedom Movement in East, 
tral and Southern Africa” in March of 1962; a meeting of the “Fi 
African Malagasy Union” in “March of 1961 at Yaounde (Cam 
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‘the third annual African Peoples Conference, also in March of 1961,” 
ire Congo hosted delegates from thirty-two African countries and 
ition struggles who declared that “neo-colonialism is [the] greatest 
:nace in Africa”; and a convention in Casablanca in January of 1961 
brought together leaders from West Africa and North Africa. 

In addition to recording the cold, hard facts about Africa, Essie kept 
»ive notes on the people she met and the events and meetings she 
ided. In her notes about individuals, Essie reminded herself of their 
lily backgrounds, views, affiliations, and even physical characteris- 
so she would not forget them. One entry read: “Elizabeth Renner 
Penner), tall dark lawyer I met at British Commonwealth League 
leon when I spoke. (Sierra Leone)." She also reminded herself 
“little man with beard," Ngumbu Njururi, whom she had met in 
>n, and another diplomat she had met on her flight to Accra in 
;8. Listed under “W” for West Indies, she mentions “Daniel N. N. 
)rge, J. S. Donaldson, parliamentary ministry, communications, 
of Spain, Trinidad (I met at federation celebrations).” Finally she 
;s “Eric Williams, brilliant economist," referring to Trinidad’s first 
le minister. No more details about Williams are given, but clearly 
>ie wanted to remind herself of who he was. 15 

A resurgence of Black-led protests was occurring in the United 
ites at this time as well, and writers like Essie stepped up to docu- 
;nt and support the U.S.-based movement. Essie initially chronicled 
U.S. Black Freedom movement from afar. For example, she praised 
“young Martin L. King Jr., the Negro Minister who so effectively 
ites continuing, active, non-violent resistance to segregation." In 
lgthy article that was published in the Sun-Reporter, Essie high- 
lted King’s more militant rhetoric, quoting him admiringly as say- 
“We will turn America upside-down, in order that it turn right 
up.” She read that comment through a distinctly international lens 
id concluded, “The Negro is saying to his Government: never mind 
this advertising and trying to sell this false image around the world; 
;r mind spending all that money broadcasting Voice of America, and 
ling all those salesmen, missionaries, Peace Corps, diplomats and 
liers to impose the false American image over there. Do something 
;r here and now to make that image a true one by practicing what you 
ich.” 14 

When King visited London in the fall of 1961 to speak out in sup- 
of nuclear disarmament for a British peace group, Essie was in the 
lienee to hear him. She thought King’s remarks were good and he 
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handled himself with great “dignity” despite a handful of hecklers w 
shouted from the floor. The evening lecture was in a large auditorii 
and included a South African speaker who had been one of the deft 
dants in the 1956 Treason Trial. The previous afternoon, October 
Essie had attended a smaller reception for King organized by Clau. 
Jones at Africa Unity House, where she had a chance to chat with 
about the Black Freedom movement in the United States, and to com 
Paul's regards and his regrets. 15 He would have been there with 
had he been well, but at the time he was still an inpatient at The Pri 

The next time Essie saw Dr. King she and Paul were watching i 
deliver his famous “I Have a Dream" speech on television. It was 
gust 1963, and the March on Washington had drawn 250,000 p 
to the nation’s capital to protest racism. In a letter to Shirley Du 
Essie marveled at how much things had changed in recent times. It 
only been six years since the Prayer Pilgrimage in 1957, when 
leaders shunned militants as unpatriotic, and now there were signs 
real progress—not only the March on Washington, but also the in 
ingly confrontational direct-action tactics of the Student Non 
Coordinating Committee. Essie viewed these developments with gn 
optimism, 16 

There w f as a lot of political activity in London in the fall and w 
of 1962. Two w eeks after King’s departure, Essie’s old friend Jomo 
yatta was in town, his student days far behind him and his prison 
finally over. As leader of the Kenya African National Union ( 
delegation, Kcnyatta had arrived to participate in historic negotia 
the Lancaster House talks that would lead to Kenya’s independe 
following year. On November 12, Essie went over to the Cum 
I Iotel near Hyde Park where Kenyatta w ( as staying to sec her old fi 
tell him how things were going with her and Paul, and of course, 
politics. “Kenyatta was in good form,” Essie reported to Paul Jr. 
later phone call. The two friends reminisced about old times and 
days at LSE. “They didn’t think we would use our knowledgi 
them, did they?" Kenyatta joked with Essie. They talked about 
United Nations, the nonviolent movement in the United States, 
the negotiations he was involved in. Essie also asked several qu 
about the status and involvement of women in Kenyan politics. She 
pleased to have had that time with Kenyatta, and they both must 
regretted Paul’s absence from the reunion. 17 

Since issues of women’s leadership and women’s rights had 
a passion of Essie’s almost as much as the issue of African free 
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not surprising that one of the organizations she became involved in 
en she moved back to England was a new left-leaning Pan-African 
•men’s organization that included her friend Claudia Jones. The All- 
rican Women’s Freedom Movement (AAWFM) was founded in part 
the sixty-five-ycar-old Essie, who also participated in their inaugu- 
“Africa Women’s Day” event held on December 7,1961, at London’s 
rew State Ballroom Hall. Essie shared the podium with Jones and sev- 
*al others. The diverse array of Africa-descended people who attended 
ected the broad Pan-African unity that Essie and Jones were trying 
o build through this organization. In addition to Essie the program in- 
uded an Afro-Cuban dancer, a Jamaican singer, and Kwesi Armah, a 
lanaian high commissioner. 18 T he AAWFM recruited twenty-eight 
new members at the event and Essie thought it was a “very great suc¬ 
cess” overall. 19 

In Essie’s remarks that day she proclaimed that she was “happy [to 
be] recognized and accepted as a Sister. I am [an] American Negro of 
rican descent, and therefore do belong to the African family. My 
, very young once, said to me isn't it too bad you haven’t got more 
wn? 1 said I feel brown, and I think brown, and I am brown, so 
t makes it enough. As a member of our great African family, in- 
:d as a member of the greater non white family in our world, I am 
course very much interested and concerned with our family joys and 
-nows and our many problems. T hat’s why you see me at meetings. I 
"n especially happy to belong to this new organization, the All Africa 
- /omen’s Movement, because I do believe that women have an impor¬ 
tant and urgent role to play in our new World.” 20 The following year, 
the group’s annual program, which was held at Africa Unity House in 
London, had an even more diverse representation of African women 
and women from the Diaspora, and at least one male speaker. Essie 
was on the roster once again. This time she spoke under a banner that 
read “Long Live Lumumba” alongside Princess Lalla Fatima Zohra of 
Morocco; Mahmoud Abdi Arraleh, the Somalian ambassador to Brit¬ 
ain; and Rose Chibambo, founder of the League of Malawi Women 
from what was then Nyasaland (later, Malawi). Chibambo had spent a 
year in jail for her political activism back home and had even delivered 
one of her five children while serving her prison sentence. 21 

As a result of her work with AAWFM, Essie was invited to speak to 
the Committee of African Organizations’ special forum on “ The Role 
of Women in the Emancipation of Africa,” held on April 14,1962. The 
mittee was a coalition of forces that included the West African Stu- 
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dents’ Union, the Uganda People’s Congress, the Zanzibar natioi 
party, the Basutoland African Congress, the Somali Student As* 
tion, and the Society of African Culture, all of which were based 
London. 22 

While Essie championed the rights of women around the world, 
took great interest in promoting women’s leadership, she did not 
sider herself a “feminist'' per se. It is only now, looking back from 
vantage point of the twenty-first century, and with the nuance and t< 
tured meaning given today to “feminism” by women of color, 
World women, and indigenous and postcolonial women, that Es« 
words and deeds look very much like those of a radical feminist of c< 
like the “Black Left feminists” that scholars Mary Helen Washii 
and Erik McDuffie describe in their work. 

Between i960 and 1963, and despite many personal challenges, 
was primarily a writer and her advocacy was expressed in that m< 

But she also did not hesitate to use her extensive personal contacts 
the respect she had earned to try, in her own limited way, to infli 
policymakers and w'orld leaders on behalf of Africa. Three exai 
in the early 1960s illustrate this kind of personal intervention. In 
spring of i960, while Essie was recuperating from her cancer ti 
ment in Moscow, the high-ranking Soviet official Nuriddin Mul 
nov visited Essie and Paul in the hospital to pay his respects. W 
was there, Essie engaged him in a lengthy discussion about w-hat 
going on in the various African liberation struggles. Mukhitdii 
an Uzbek Communist Party leader who had risen in the ranks to 
come a close adviser to Khrushchev. He became, as one historian 
described him, “the major Soviet Asian spokesman for Khrushc 
new r campaign to woo the so-called Third World.” 23 In i960, he 
w'ell positioned in the Soviet leadership, so his visit presented Essie' 
a unique opportunity. The Soviet Union was an important count 
ing force against European colonial powers and the neo-colonial 
cics of the United States, so Essie wanted the Soviet leadership 
informed of the complex and rapidly changing situation on the 
nent of Africa, as she understood it. 

Toward that end, she gave Mukhitdinov her analysis of what 
going on in the African countries and colonies, from Ghana 
Guinea to Uganda. In a conversation and later in lengthy folk 
letter, she carefully outlined her assessment of the forces invol 
the various liberation struggles. She further explained the “idea of: 
eration” in Central Africa, which she defined as “Nyasaland, Noi 
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and Southern Rhodesiawhile pointing out that this notion was ini- 
ially proposed by Europeans for the “security” of white settlers and 
all Africans vigorously oppose the Federation, and continue to resist 
and denounce it." Essie was also concerned with the looming threat of 
-colonialism in those areas where the African leaders most closely 
d with the metropole would be positioned to “lead” the new African 


* 
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In her letter to Mukhitdinov, Essie demonstrates a sophisticated 
lerstanding of the intricate architecture of colonialism as well as of 
internal politics of the various liberation struggles then under way 
sub-Saharan and North Africa. She is interested not simply in the 
fue principle of “freedom,” hut in how it will happen on the ground, 
v it will affect people living on the continent. And she made it her 
iness to know the viability and implications of all the policies being 
•poseil and to share that analysis widely, especially with those who 
: some influence. 

In June 1962, Essie made a second effort to use her connections to 
rvene in policy matters on the occasion of the “World without 
nbs" assembly in Accra, Ghana—an event that showcased Nkrumah’s 
-imperialist and egalitarian stance. At the time, the Ghanaian presi¬ 
lt was playing a pivotal role in international affairs, and was being 
oed by both the Soviets and the Americans. In 1962 Nkrumah de¬ 
ed to appeal to all nonaligned nations to come together, during a 
*htening nuclear arms race between the two reigning superpowers, 
order to “propose new and bold solutions to disarmament questions,” 
and to “fire the imaginations of the peoples of the world with the pos- 
•ilities for development in a world without the bomb.” Nkrumah gave 
eloquent and rousing opening speech, which went on for a full eighty 
lutes and received a robust standing ovation from the more than two 
' ed invited guests and observers. In his remarks, he contradicted 
notion that new African leaders would be silent pawns and proxies 
the Cold War-era arms race. “In regard to Africa,” he concluded, “I 
uld like the continent to become not only a non-nuclear zone, but 
o a zone where no foreign military bases are allowed. I should like 
to be paralleled with an ideological truce and an agreement not to 
to convert Africa into an economic appendage of any other con- 
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Essie could not attend the conference, due to health reasons, both 
hers and Paul’s. But many of her associates were there and in the end, 
she made her presence felt indirectly. On the eve of the opening session, 
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Essie was contacted at her flat in London by her friend, the peace 
ist Ruth Gage-Colby, who wanted Essies help in order to minimize 
influence of several anti-communist American delegates. Essie aj 
and hurriedly sent Nkrumah a letter to alert him about what she 
Gage-Colby felt were efforts to subvert the goals of the historic 
ference. “I am hastening to enclose extracts from a very urgent U 
regarding the Accra meeting now in session,” she wrote. She enc 
excerpts from a letter from a “trusted colleague" (whom she does 
otherwise name but is Gage-Colby) that sharply criticizes 1 lomer J; 
a U. S. Unitarian clergyman and peace activist, as one of the “col 
bitterest cold war fighters" who has "infiltrated the African scene.” 
fear was that Jack was there to undermine the Soviet Union more 
to support Nkrumah's leadership or to build a truly nonaligned 
war alliance. It is unclear u'hcther this assessment was valid, but Gi 
Colby was convinced that it was. Essie then added, "Sorry to bother 
with this, but I think it is important for you to know, and I hope you; 
it in time.” 26 The conference, although it did not achieve N 1 
goal of ending nuclear proliferation, was a short-term success, ai 
major East-West flare-ups occurred. It is unclear whether Essie’ 
ter made much of a difference, but from past exchanges it appears 
Nkrumah did respect her contributions a great deal, so it is likelv 
he duly noted her concern. 

A third example of one of Essie’s behind-the-scenes policy int< 
tions occurred in 1963 when her friend Carlton Goodlett, a Black 1 
paper publisher from California, asked her to contact Kremlin 
cials to help reverse a decision that threatened to deny Black Amt 
jazz performers an opportunity to tour in Russia. In March 
Goodlett wrote to Essie to tell her that the USSR had declined 
to Duke Ellington and Count Basie, who wanted to travel as a 
an established cultural exchange program. “Our State Departi 
twisted the Russian position, which is not to accept any form of 
wrote Goodlett. In other w'ords, he thought that the U.S. State Dt 
ment might use the omission of jazz performers on a Russian 
an opportunity to suggest that the Soviets were not such good 
to Blacks as they professed to be. He continued, “After Benny 
man’s tour, Khrushchev decided that no jazz . . . from USA sht 
included in cultural exchange program.” It was all a big misundt 
ing, according to Goodlett, who added, “how damaging it wot 
to the reservoir of good will which exists in Negro America fc 
Soviet’s appreciation of art, if they are permitted to believe that 
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;gro jazz musicians are being rejected” from the cultural program. 
He pointed out that Ellington would be more “decorous” than Basie, 
10 would have the Russians “dancing in the aisles,” something that 
>uld of course be distasteful to Khrushchev [smiles] ” Khrushchev 
not a dancer and had only a tepid appreciation for the genre of jazz. 
>dlett and Essie had an inside joke about Khrushchev’s rigid person- 
y. But Goodlett’s appeal was a serious one and reflected an appre- 
ition of Essie's influence and contacts. “I want you to use your influ- 
through the Cultural Attache in the Soviet Embassy in London,” 
asked, “and also through connection with the minister of culture, to 
this problem adjusted.” 27 There is no paper trail indicating how or 
.*ther Essie intervened, but her past practice suggests that she prob- 
ly at least made a few phone calls. 

Even though Essie kept up her writing and her activism in the early 
>, she and Paul were both still facing profound medical problems, 
lul’s precise diagnosis was still vague. He was tired, intermittently de- 
issed, and eventually, despondent—and the shock treatments in Lon- 
made his symptoms worse. Throughout the ordeal, Essie continued 
be loyal, supportive, and highly protective. Writing to an old friend, 
the journalist P. L. Prattis, Essie explained that Paul had “been going at 
same tough pace for thirty years, or more, and felt that he was inde- 
lctible. But wear is wear, and exhaustion is quite a thing." She assured 
that Paul would soon be “fully recovered." Two years later, when 
Paul was still not back to normal, she wrote to “Pratt” again, thanking 
him fora column that mentioned Paul favorably. “We are just not ready 
to take on the Press barrage yet. The western, reactionary Press, that 
. . . Forty years of work and fight have taken their toll,” she wrote. 
Her assessment surely glossed over what was a painful time for both of 
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Even though both Paul and Essie were still receiving treatments, re¬ 
covering and cautiously looking to the future, Essie was not one to sit 
dll. In July of 1963, for example, she agreed to be a spectator in the 
trial in absentia of the alleged Nazi collaborator Hans Globke, which 
being heard by the East German Supreme Court. Historian Jeffrey 
Herf describes it as one of the “show trials" put on largely for public 
ttions purposes by the East German government (in fact Globke 
would receive a life sentence that he never served), but Essie had strong 
anti-fascist politics and had spent time in Germany under vastly differ¬ 
ent circumstances over the years. She was an observer at the trial for 
all those reasons, and likely because her German friends asked her to 
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be there. 29 There is a photo of Essie at the proceedings wearing head¬ 
phones for translation and sitting next to a frail, gaunt-looking wo 
who looked like a vivid embodiment of the ravages of war, and per 
a concentration camp survivor. The woman was, in fact, Greta K 
hoff, vice president of the German Peace Council and a very intere 
character indeed. A native of Frankfurt who studied literature for 
years at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, Kuckhoff had retur 
to Germany to lead an underground anti-Nazi resistance group ca 
Rote Kapelle, or Red Orchestra. In 1942, KuckholF and her husb 
Adam, were arrested and jailed. Adam was executed on Hitler’s on 
and Greta spent three years in prison until she was freed at the end 
the war by the Soviet army. 10 

Essie may have continued to be involved with many causes, and 
many fronts, but her 1963 diary entries are filled with the two issues 
truly consumed her thoughts and her energies: the state of world p 
tics and the state of Paul’s health. The diary does not include many 
Essies personal feelings about either subject—rather, it contains cc 
ous painstakingly detailed notes written in tiny cursive script, page a 
page, on material she was reading about both topics. She seemed 
read at least five national and international newspapers every week 
chronicled the articles and events that caught her eye. In some cs 
she nearly transcribed entire articles about issues ranging from 
velopments in India and Indonesia, to civil rights marches in the 
South, to pending U.N. resolutions and debates. No doubt these n 
provided the raw material for some of the essays she wrote for var 
publications in the 1960s. In her diary she also summarizes the sc. 
tilic and medical journals that she read in order to try to dissect 
better understand Paul’s symptoms, adding citations and punctua 
her summaries with her own questions. She was worried about Paul 
in some ways she did not feel strong enough to take care of him in 
way that she always had. Still, she tried. 31 

Essie was especially protective of Paul when it came to the 1 
stream media, which had been so blatantly biased and ruthless in 
coverage of him during the 1950s. One evening in August 1963, as 
and Paul were flying from London to Berlin, Essie lost her patie 
and her temper, when a nosy British reporter from the London L 
Telegraph relused to leave them alone. Essie was furious when he left 
seat to come over and ask Paul questions about his views on com 
nism. First she attempted to summon the flight attendant. When 
was unsuccessful, she confronted him herself. “I know judo,” she 
the stunned reporter. And she did. She informed him that she \ 
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ppily” kick him in the groin or break his glasses if he did not leave 
m alone at once. She issued a few more choice comments, which 
inced the reporter to return to his seat and to conclude astutely 
that Paul had a “formidable protector” in Essie. After hustling the re- 
rter back to his seat, Essie lingered to talk with him on her terms. 
N he discovered that he was not such a terrible fellow, but that he had a 
ibly skewed view of things. Because the great March on Washington 
just occurred, and here Paul and Essie were on the other side of the 
et, the reporter had concluded that Paul was being “spirited away” 
keep him from politics. There was also rampant gossip that Paul had 
udiated his left-wing views, rejected the Soviet Union, and was being 
t out of the public eye to hide that fact.” After agreeing not to beat 
up after all, Essie allowed the stunned reporter to ask Paul a few 
tions to set the record straight. She was eager to combat the wild 
ors that Paul had been “kidnapped” to keep his new allegedly anti- 
iet views a secret.” 

When the airplane incident occurred, Essie and Paul were on their 
y to the famous Buch Clinic in East Germany for medical treatment, 
family friend had recommended the clinic, and Paul Jr. had checked it 
out, after which he strongly encouraged Essie to take Paul there. After 
Paul’s disappointing treatments at London’s Priory hospital, the family 
eager to see what German doctors could do for the constellation of 
ptoms that still plagued him. While they were there, Essie decided 
get herself checked out as well. It turned out to be a prolonged stay 
r them both. Her cancer had reappeared yet again, and the German 
ors offered very little hope for a successful remission; in fact, there 
were no treatment options left for her. True to form, Essie kept this 
iblc news to herself. 14 She didn’t want anyone to feel sorry for her, 
and ever the optimist, she wanted to believe that she might just beat the 
odds. 

The statf at the Buch Clinic was very kind to Essie during her stay, 
daily when her birthday rolled around in December. “My birthday 
this year has been something special,” she wrote on a sheet of paper, as if 
it were a diary entry, “I am a patient, along w ith Paul, at Buch clinic, just 
tside Berlin.” Birthdays were not a big event in the Robeson family, 
so Essie had learned not to expect a big hoopla. But when her nurse 
brought her a small present and later a cake with candles, Essie was 
uched. She was comforted when among these strangers, so far from 
home, and with Paul not at all himself, her birthday was acknowledged 
so sweetly. 

While in Berlin in 1963 Essie was invited to give a presentation at 
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Humboldt University as a part of a panel on “The Negro in the U: 
States.” Other panel members included the Chicago lawyer Earl Dii 
son, who had been a college classmate of Essie’s in Illinois nearly fi 
years earlier, and other Americans visiting Germany at the time. It \ 
a lively discussion and, according to Essie, the African students she met 
there were very curious about Black politics in the United States. She 
also met with African students at Herder Institute at Leipzig U 
sity, where she talked about “the racial upheaval” in the United Sta 
and “the young leadership" in that struggle. In addition, she atten 
film festival in Leipzig and had a friendly debate with two white 
makers whose film, Essie argued, presented a skewed picture of B 
American youth. “We exchanged very different opinions on the s 
ject," Essie wrote. “Mine was impatient and militant; theirs was li 
with good intentions.” 35 

By the winter of 1963, Paul and Essie were making their way 
to the United States. It was time to go home again. Essie was ex 
that she would be closer to the Black struggle going on there and 
eager to see the action for herself. Her vibrant, active, and inq 
approach to life in 1964 was amazing, given her increasingly p 
ous physical condition and Paul’s steep decline. But as her body 
weaker, her convictions grew stronger. She may have been more 
callv fragile, but she was politically and intellectually fiercer than 

In many of the articles that Essie wrote in 1963 and 1964 — 
like “The New Negro Movement” “Long Hot Summer,” “Black 
lution and White Backlash,” and “The Time Is Now”—Essie s 
with the increased militancy of the Black freedom movement. She 
thrilled by the upsurge in protest. “We Negroes have now passed 
Point of No Return. We are determined, determined to claim our 
citizenship and human rights, now, period,” Essie wrote. “The si 
tion in our country is frightening and dangerous," she went on. N 
were burning with “the fire of deep anger, fed by disillusionment 
frustration." 36 When she returned to London for a short visit in 
of 1964, she agreed to take part in a panel hosted by the Commi 
Afro-Asian-Caribbean Organizations, again at Africa Unity I lo 
discuss “The American Negro Rights Struggle.” The fiver for the e 
condemned the assassination of civil rights leader Medgar Evers, 
praised “our Negro brothers and sisters who are engaged in sharp 
eration struggles to rid their land of the scourge of [the] colour bar 
Jim Crow [and] ... U.S. imperialism.” 37 

Essie respected Dr. King’s nonviolent approach, and she res 
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King, the man, whom she had met on at least one occasion in Lon- 
Still she reserved the right to self-defense against violent attacks. 
In response to those who counseled patience and passivity, she replied, 
ere is no need for all this talk about non-violence unless it means 
-violence tor everybody,” referring indirectly to the lynchings and 
te violence of the Jim Crow South. She advocated “building up 
idea of Resistance and Self-Defense," and she supported a range 
tactics, from taking Negro grievances to the U.N. Human Rights 
mittee, to taking to the streets in a massive general strike.’ 9 In 
r 1965 written eulogy for Malcolm X, Essie noted her disagreements 
th Malcolm, but praised his “fearlessness and militant challenge" to 
rican racism. 40 Another fearless and militant young Black artist 
m Essie admired in the 1960s was Lorraine Hansberry, author of 
the acclaimed Broadway play Raisin in the Sun. Essie had met Hans- 
y in New York when she had worked on the journal Freedom in the 
y 1950s. Essie was deeply saddened by Lorraines premature death at 
age thirty-four of pancreatic cancer. She had spent time with Lorraine 
d her mother, Mamie, as Lorraine’s illness progressed, sitting at her 
side to provide comfort. And she had sat in the pew of a crowded 
rlem church in January 1965, undoubtedly overwhelmed with sad- 
as Paul eloquently eulogized their talented young friend. 41 Ossie 
is and Ruby Dec were there as well, along with actress Shelley Win¬ 
ters and a myriad of other celebrated artists, actors, and playwrights. 
While Essie’s status as Mrs. Paul Robeson was still the first thing 
pie said about her, by the early 1960s she had achieved a level of rec- 
ition for her own work as a writer, lecturer, anti-colonial and anti- 
ist activist, and anthropologist that was incredibly gratifying for her. 
ly, most of her public recognition came at a time when Paul’s health 
d prominence were in decline. Still she enjoyed the accolades she re- 
ved as affirmation that her life’s work had some larger meaning. 
Essie was especially proud to receive in 1963 Germany's Clara Zetkin 
medal for her “sendees in the struggle for peace and human equality.” 42 
tkin had been a communist, feminist, and anti-fascist heroine in the 
30s, and the medal w r as awarded by the German Democratic Repub¬ 
’s Council of Ministers. Essie had traveled to Germany many times 
ecn 1934 and 1963, both before and after it was divided into East 
and West. On one trip after the u'ar, she had visited the site of the 
sbriick concentration camp and helped dedicate a memorial to 
92,000 victims. 4 ’ During her 1963 trip to accept her award, Essie ad¬ 
dressed a large crowd of more than ten thousand East Germans who 
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had assembled to mark the “Memorial Day for the Victims of Fascis 
In her speech, Essie delivered a message to the German people 
she had articulated in multiple articles and speeches over the years, 
urged her listeners to see a connection between the struggle against: 
cism in Europe, which was so compelling in their own lives, and 
Americans’ ongoing fight against racial tyranny and terror in the 
States. As Essie so eloquently urged, “Ever since I can remember, fr 
my childhood as an American Negro, I have worked and fought aj 
and resisted fascism in all its forms . . . including the fight against 
ploitation and lynching. My husband, Paul Robeson, and I will com 
to fight fascism in all its forms.” 44 

Personally and physically, life was difficult for Essie during her 
years. She tried as best she could to look after Paul and take care of! 
self at the same time, but she did a better job of caring for Paul 
attending to her own needs. Essie was eternally grateful to Paul Jr. 
Marilyn for their nurturing support. She confided to a friend that 
was so pleased and lucky to have them close by. “Paul Jr. and Fa 
have risen to the occasion," she wrote, “and are really out of this 
so helpful, so right, so tactful, and so reliable and sustaining, 
worth coming home [from London] just for that.” 45 

Essie returned to Harlem in December of 1963 know ing better 
anyone the gravity of her illness. Still, she w^as determined to keep 
her pace of activity as much as she could, to speak out as loudly i 
could, to embrace and engage friends and family, and not “go 
Essie continued to go to the United Nations to observe proct 
for instance, although not as frequently as she had done in the 
She enjoyed the liveliness of the place. She had earned the resj 
colleagues there. As her friend the writer Alice Childriss later refit 
Essie used “the fullness of each day with little, if any, time for r< 
or despair.’’ 47 At the same time she kept up the struggle, with the 
of Paul Jr. and Marilyn, to take care of Paul: to make the right 
decisions, to keep his spirits up, to protect him from intrusions and 1 
necessary pressures, and to guard his public image. 

As she grappled w ith her terminal illness, Essie treasured her 
friends, including her colleague and fellow leftist George Murj 
the Washington, D.C., editor of the Afro-American and member of 1 
newspaper’s founding family. For the last decade of her life Essie 
up a lively and personal correspondence with George, and they 
meals and visits when they could. She told him the details of her 
cal condition, confided her frustrations about Paul’s health, and 
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y outlined her political views on key world events. In turn he shared 
ups and downs with her, including his own health challenges, con¬ 
ns about his marriage, and his efforts to manage a slightly rebellious 
nager. George had visited her and brought her flowers when she was 
the hospital in 1956 during her first bout with cancer. T hey had sat 
jether and had a long talk, which Essie enjoyed very much. After that 
had allowed her to use his New York apartment when she was cover¬ 
ing the United Nations, because it was much closer than her uptown 
apartment on Jumel Place. He had made a typewriter and desk avail¬ 
able to her as well. Essie had deemed George an absolute “angel" for his 
kindness. And the friendship was reciprocal. When George was called 
before the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) three 
years after Essie’s appearance before the Senate Committee, she was 
one of his vocal supporters despite battling cancer at the time: she wrote 
a letter to his editors at the Afro-American newspaper praising George’s 
testimony as “dignified and fearless” and sent a note to George signet! 
with “a big Robeson hug and kiss." 48 

The year 1965 was both rewarding and arduous, with a series of public 
tributes and testimonials for both Paul and Essie. The couple’s Ameri¬ 
can friends were glad to have them back on their side of the Atlantic, 
and everyone knew what trials they had endured. Perhaps some knew 
too that Essie’s days were numbered and it was best to honor her sooner 
rather than later. In February the W. E. B. Du Bois clubs honored Paul 
with a lively reception. On March 26, Essie was the mistress of cere¬ 
monies at a festive gala honoring Uvee Mdodana Arbouin, the National 
Baptist Women’s leader, at the Waldorf Astoria hotel, where Essie’s 
friend Ruth Gage-Colby sang Essie’s praises in her introduction — 
extolling her as an amazing and brilliant woman who was a staunch 
fighter for freedom and peace in the world. 

In April there was a gala tribute for Paul where, appropriately, Essie 
was acknowledged too. It was a star-studded event with Ossie Davis as 
master of ceremonies; other celebrity participants included the actress 
Ruby Dee, writer James Baldwin, jazz legend Dizzy Gillespie, folk- 
singer Pete Seeger, and movie stars Lena Horne and Diana Sands. It 
was the occasion of Paul’s sixty-seventh birthday, as well as a belated 
welcome home celebration. The staff of the radical Freedomways maga¬ 
zine hosted the event at the Americana Hotel in Times Square. Editors 
Esther Cooper Jackson and Jack O’Dell had visited Essie and Paul at 
their home several months beforehand to plan what they hoped would 
be a high-profile event to signal Paul's importance to the Black com- 
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munity and the Black Freedom struggle in general. It was a beautil 
celebration. Essie and Paul decided to stay overnight in the hotel, and a 
small group of friends including Esther Cooper Jackson, her husl 
Communist Party leader James Jackson, and James Baldwin joined tl 
in their suite after the event to talk and share a more intimate convt 
tion about life, art, and politics. They laughed and talked until the sun 
came up. It had been a memorable evening. Even though Essie was: 
she was happy that night, proud of Paul, and content with their dt 
circle of friends. 40 It had been a rough few years and she was pleased 
see Paul looking well and happy. 

In May 1965, Essie and Paul went to California for what was to be] 
a three-week visit. Paul Jr. was worried that his father, having stifle 
lapses of depression and other ailments, was not well enough for 
trip, but Essie plowed ahead. Paul made several public appearances 
churches and community centers in Los Angeles, gave an int 
to the Los Angeles Times , and then the couple traveled together to 
Francisco. But Essie’s pain grew worse and Paul “began to sink into 
withdrawn and uncommunicative state." They had to cut the trip 
and return home earlier than planned. 50 

Upon their return to New York, two friends from California aj 
to move in with Paul and Essie to help look after them. Essie was 
used to being cared for, but in her depleted state, she could not al 
to turn down the help. Paul’s condition was very shaky. One evenii 
left the house on Jumel Terrace, wandered into a nearby park, and 
found bruised and injured the next morning after an apparent fall. A 
he was released from the hospital, the family decided it was best for 
to go to Philadelphia for an extended visit with his sister, Marian, si 
he seemed to feel more settled and at ease there. He had never been 
same after the unexplained suicide attempt in Moscow, and the 
sequent shock therapy in London. 

By August 1965 Essie was back in Beth Israel Hospital suffering: 
pain related to her cancer. Even before she was admitted to the 
Essie knew that her disease was terminal, but she had tried to stay t 
mistic, or at least to put a positive face on things to the outside worl 
October of that year she wrote about her various illnesses to her fr 
Florence Luscomb, a civil rights, labor, and feminist activist. Sh 
Florence had gotten to know one another during the Progressive 
campaign of 1948 and had kept in touch intermittently over the 
After thanking Florence for a recent letter, Essie explained frai 
had a hesterectomy [«r] recently when the surgeons found I had 
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there [in her uterus]. It seems that they got it out intact, hut now I am 
dergoing cobalt treatment daily, five times a week, and they are very 
ervating. But they do say they stall off any recurring growth, so 1 have 
put up with it. This is my third cancer, first breast, then cervix, now 
this. So, I’m lucky to have come this far. I will be 70 in December." 51 
Essie Cardozo Goode Robeson died in a hospital room at Beth Israel 
■spiral in New York City on December 13,1965, two days before her 
entieth birthday. During her last few weeks, she received many visi¬ 
tors and messages from friends, all of whom wanted to pay their re- 
ects and express their affection for a woman who had lived such a 
rge, generous, and unconventional life; a principled, complicated life, 
but one that was rich and full and rewarding. The list of those who paid 
" eir respects to Essie at the end of her life is a reflection of and tribute 
the eclectic and far-reaching network of relationships she enjoyed 
and the many people she touched around the globe. Paul’s poor health 
eant that he could not be with Essie in her final days, but her son and 
Jghtcr-in-law attended to her dutifully. They visited daily and made 
sure she was as comfortable as possible. 

There was no public service to mark Essie’s passing, which saddened 
me of her friends and colleagues. 52 There was instead a very private 
rice held before Essie was cremated, attended only by Paul Jr., Mari- 
,, and their two children. Paul remained in Philadelphia. The family 
tad decided that given Paul’s precarious health condition, any sort of 
morial or funeral for Essie would be too difficult for him. And so, 
ir forty-four-year partnership came to a quiet end. 

Since Essie had found her calling as a writer and a journalist, it was 
lg that her friends, admirers, and fellow activists would celebrate 
ler legacy in print. In 1966 Freedomzi'/iys magazine, where Essie had 
ved as contributor and correspondent, devoted a special issue as a 
ibute to her life. Her multilingual and multinational colleagues at the 
nited Nations celebrated her contributions. Her editors and fellow 
jrnalists in the Black and left-wing press mourned their loss. And her 
-colonial and anti-imperialist allies from India to South Africa as- 
•ted that her fierce and unrelenting voice would be dearly missed. “A 
jreat Lady Passes,” proclaimed the Sun Reporter, describing her as an 
nstitution" and “a highly cultured woman of photogenic beauty and 
great personal charm. .. . Her personality variously expressed a coin- 
lation of human warmth and compassion, the carbon hardness of 
rmination, and the explosive power of righteous indignation. She 
had no penchant for pedantry but wore her academic titles with dignity, 
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placing her immense knowledge at the service of mankind, es 
the darker races. She was steadfast in her friendships and dependable in 
her response.” 55 

Published eulogies and private expressions of sympathy heralc 
Essie’s unique personal qualities. The Afro-Russian author Lily Golc 
whom Essie had met in Uzbekistan in 1958, commented admiringly that 
Essie’s life “was an example of devotion to the progressive ideals of 01 
epoch." And her friend Peggy Middleton, who saw or spoke to Es 
almost every day when she was in London between 1958 and 1963, re¬ 
called that “there was not a single day in her life of which some part 
not given to ‘our struggle.’” Others praised her dual devotion to the 
world and to her family, with the special caveat that it was not al 
easy to be Mrs. Paul Robeson. 54 Activist Vicky Garvin sent a long har 
written letter from Ghana to express how “distressed" she was to hear 
Essie's death. Langston Hughes sent a telegram of condolence to 
describing Essie as “a gracious and lovely human being." 5S 

Janet Jagan wrote from Guyana: “For me personally, it was the 1 < 
[of] a very dear friend and one whose friendship and guidance m 
so much.” 56 The day before Essie died, her good friend Ruth (“Ru 
Gage-Colby came to the hospital with an arm full of holly “thinl 
wise to begin celebrating the Holidays a bit early." Essie was too 
to speak, but Rue sat at her bedside, feeling both sadness and ad: 
tion. Rue later reflected respectfully: “Eslanda Robeson’s last at 
almost with her last breath, was dictating a letter which was dc!i\ 
to U Thant [then secretary-general of the United Nations] before 
died, with new proposals for the UN that she hoped might be of 
toward bringing to an end the war in Vietnam.” 57 Over the years, E 
had become a dear friend and colleague. After Essie passed, she w. 
a eulogy to Essie in the form of a letter to her beloved friend: “L 
invincible is your faith in the human spirit! It is the source of mv 
in working with you at the United Nations these many years. De* 
the burden of complicated personal responsibilities you have never 
sight of the world.” Concluding with words for the audience, she 
claimed that Essie “loved life and she loved humanity. And to all w. 
her life touched, she lent pleasure, luster and honor. In utter truth it 
be said there is no one to take her place." 58 
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EPILOGUE 


life story is not a theory or an ideology, nor even a precisely crafted 
>rk of fiction. Despite a writer’s best efforts to whip the facts into 
te, an individual life is not a neat chronicle of events and themes. It 
therefore the biographer’s task to give a kind of artificial coherence 
:o a human journey that is by definition messy, circuitous, at odds with 
»lf, and at times utterly inexplicable. A biographer is at once a guide, 
an interpreter, a skeptical reporter, a framer, and an advocate. As an 
>cate for Essie, I have not told you to love or to hate her, to agree 
with her or to champion her causes. Instead I have tried to persuade 
>u that out of all the billions of people who have lived and died on this 
r, this one life is worth knowing more about. And I have tried to 
make sense of that life as best I can. 

So, why is Essie Robeson’s story worth knowing and remembering? 
tply put, she lived an extraordinary life —a rich and robust life some¬ 
times brimming with contradictions, even painful ones, but a life that 
was never small. She inhabited many roles, was at home in many places, 
and embraced many cultures. 

By the late 1930s Essie had found her political voice. She was not 
afraid to take sides. She was a passionate anti-colonialist, siding with 
the Africans and Indians over the British, French, and Belgian tota¬ 
lizers. She placed her faith in the promise of socialism and commu¬ 
nism, rather than capitalism. And she sought out, supported, and af¬ 
firmed the leadership of radical women of color. Once she had staked 
her political claims, she made no apologies. 
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Essie Robeson was a part of the Black Atlantic world. She traverse! 
the rough waters of the Atlantic more than a dozen times by boat anc 
many more times by air: from New York to Ghana to London to C 
to Cape Town and back again. And in the process of talking, world, 
arguing, making friends, writing, and listening to other people’s stori* 
she ultimately synthesized that amalgam of experiences, and local hi 
tones, into her own hybrid Black identity, which was at the same time, 
political identity. She became one of Robin Kelley’s “race rebels,” fight- 
mg simultaneously for “the race” and the working class across mam 
national borders. 1 j 

She situated herself with the Third World project, as Vijay Prasha^ 
describes it-a bold strategy to link the Asian and African peasants 
Black and Brown intellectuals, and the multilingual global tribe 
have-nots in protest against the rigid binary of the Cold War worla.- 
The I hird World project, its limitations notwithstanding, was an at- 
tempt to reconfigure the global political playing field, and at a mi; 
mum, to leverage greater power, resources, and autonomy for those 
the bottom of various intractable hierarchies. Essie, initially with w 
optimism, and later with sober realism, believed in and fought for t 
Jhird World project as a matter of principle and as a gesture of so 
danty. She studied, internalized, and made her own the struggles 
Indians, South Africans, Chinese, Guyanese, and Congolese. 

While Essie’s story is indisputably a part of Black radical and int 
national Left histories, it is also a part of a Black women’s intellec 
and political tradition. Even though Essie eschewed the term “fen 
mst,” her actions belie her words. By always questioning the absence 
women in leadership, comparing class exploitation and racial subji 
tion to gender oppression, and refusing to dissect the entangled is, 
and variables from one another, Essie anticipated contemporary Bl; 
feminist theories of intersectionality. In speech after speech, and arti 
after article, she insisted that the relationships among capitalism, 
ism, colonialism, racism, and empire were symbiotic. Women were 
the population and should wield half the power, she insisted. Con 
tional marriage was outdated and overrated, she argued. Through 
her life she was outspoken and self-assured. For this she was labe 
aggressive,” “controlling," “manipulative,” and “pushy” by people w 
were enamored of Paul but resented the central role that Mrs. Rob 
occupied in his life, and the confidence with which she did so. J 

As much as she was Mrs. Paul Robeson, Essie remained her o 
woman. Recognizably her mother’s daughter, she was tough, stro 
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d, and unshakable. Essie pursued an independent career as a writer, 
ist, and scholar, traveling on her own to Asia, Africa, Central 
rica, and the Caribbean. She used her title as Mrs. Paul Robeson 
open doors, but once those doors opened, a smart, pragmatic, and 
ely independent woman walked through them. 

Early in their marriage Essie supported Paul as an artist and was in- 
insable to his early career, but at that time, both of their ambitions 
rather conventional. Later in life, however, after Bloemfontein and 
role, Madrid and Berlin, Moscow and Brazzaville, Essie supported 
with equal intensity, but for different reasons, political reasons, 
r views of the world coincided, and in fact had evolved out of many 
rs of conversations, arguments, and intellectual exchanges with one 
her. By the 1940s Essie backed Paul not only because of their per- 
1 and familial ties, but also because of the ideals they shared. And 
she stood by him, she stood up for him, and she loved him deeply, 
tere were other loyal friends and relatives, of course, who supported 
j throughout his life, and he had a devoted son and daughter-in-law. 
t no one stayed the course as long as Essie did. No one believed in 
more, fought for him harder, or loved him with greater ferocity, 
r love was not always “sweet" love or even romantic. Instead her love 
bound up with who he was and what he represented on the world 
ideal stage and within the Black Freedom struggle to which they 
-re both devoted. 

Eslanda Robeson’s life is worth knowing about because it offers us a 
sm through which to see, feel, and assess what was going on in the 
;rld that she inhabited. Rather than view her as a marginal subject, 
what docs the world, in the four and a half decades that followed the 
end of World War I, look like if we situate her at the center? After all, 
she was a kind of alternative Zeitgeist. She engaged the literary and 
istic luminaries of New York, London, and Paris in the 1920s and 
1930s, assessing their flaws as well as their talents with her caustic wit, 
and tapping their influence to further Paul’s career. Her social calendar 
read like a cultural who’s who of the postwar decade. And then came 
Africa, the African Diaspora, and radical ideas. Essie traveled exten¬ 
sively in Africa at a time when few Americans had passports and even 
tewer knew or were interested in the geography of the African conti¬ 
nent. She developed friendships with independence leaders and became 
deeply committed to the struggle for African liberation. She was on a 
first-name basis with at least four heads of state, traveled on both sides 
of the so-called Iron Curtain during the Cold War, stood side by side 
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with anti-fascist fighters from Madrid to postwar Berlin, and de 
communists who were under attack. She was at the founding of tte 
United Nations and covered its proceedings as a journalist for n 
two decades. She interviewed Mahatma Ciandhi and maintained 
and enduring friendships with the powerful Nehru and Pandit fa 
of India. She and Paul suffered the McCarthy witch hunts, and v 
of government surveillance and harassment, but remained steadf; 
their beliefs. She witnessed and supported the growing Black Fre 
movement of the 1960s. In other words, Essie had an intimate rela 
ship with history and with the historic figures and movements of 
time—from war zones to the advent of new nations, from the trea 
ous waters of the Congo to the grand ballroom of the Waldorf 
and the opulent dining room in the Kremlin. 

lo look at a sweep of twentieth-century world history through 
eyes of a radical African American female subject is to turn many 
mon assumptions upside down. And because Essie Robeson wei 
in on the large ideological struggles of the century, we are invi 
reading her life, and taking her seriously, to entertain a different ' 
of truths and sensibilities about power and patriotism; about fre 
and repression; about capitalism and communism; about dem 
and self-determination; about gender and leadership; about race 
identity; and about the twentieth-century world and how it was 
formed. 
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CHRONOLOGY: ESLANDA 

CARDOZO GOODE ROBESON 


E.fa,d, C»rd TO Goode (E8) i, born in m<li 


in W ashington, 


ER, father. John J. A. Goode, dies and ER’s mother 
(tslanda Goode) moves ER and her two brothers to 
New York City (Harlem) 

ER witnesses a riot to protest police brutality in 
Harlem 


ER and her mother relocate temporarily to Chicago 
ER attends the Lucy Flower High School for girls 
ER enrolls at the University of Illinois, Urbana 


ER transfers to Columbia University's Teachers 
College in New York City 


ER’s mother supports Harlem socialist Hubert 
Harrison 


World War I ends and the Harlem Renaissance gets 
underway 

Paul Robeson (PR) and ER meet in Harlem 

ER graduates from Columbia University and ER and 
PR begin dating seriously 


ER and PR elope and marry in Port Chester, N.Y. 

In Philadelphia, ER and PR announce their marriage 
at their joint sorority/fraternity national meeting 

PR accepts his first professional acting job in the 
musical Taboo (later renamed Voodoo) 
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June 

19:3 

19:4 

March 

May 6 
May 15 

August 

Fall 

1925 
April 19 
August 5 

Summer/Fnll 


December 16 

1926 

January-March 

UJ2 7 

October 15 


PR sails to England for European tou ro f w 


MR has surgery and is hospitalized fnrwetC 



PR returns to New York to care for MR ,| u . 
prolonged recovery ril ‘k'hc r 


PR graduates from Columbia Law School 


PR performs in Roseanvc 
PR performs in Emperor Jones 
PR performs in All God's Chilian Got Wings 
ER begins working as PR’s manager 
ER meets Prince Kojo Touvalou Houenou 
and her interest in Africa is piqued 
ER negotiates for PR to appear in Oscar Micheaux’s 
landmark silent film Body and Soul 

In New' York, PR reconnects with Lawrence Brown 
and begins musical collaboration that lasts for decades 
ER arranges for PR and Larry Browns first public 
concert at the Greenwich Village Theatre 
ER and PR travel to England for London production 
of Emperor Jones, which closes after a few weeks. They 
remain in Europe for four months 
The Robesons meet and spend time with feminist/ 
anarchist Emma Goldman in London 
ER and PR go on a six-week vacation in village of 
Villefranche-sur-Mer on the French Riviera 
where they meet and spend time-with socialist Max 
Eastman, his wife, Elena Krylenko, and poet Claude 
McKay 

ER finishes her first play, “Aunt Hagar’s Children" 
ER celebrates her thirtieth birthday with PR and 
friends in Paris, and the Robesons sail for the United 
States 


of Uah 0mev 


ER accompanies PR on concert tour through the L 
Midwest and Northeast 


,,R and Larr y board a ship to Europe for cone^ " 

Prance and England 
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PR is in Europe for his debut concert in Paris 
ER gives birth to Paul Jr. (PRj) and su ff els ^ S 
complications 

Pnul returns home in December 

PR travels back to Enron,.„ c 

Sta,®», Europe to perform in the musical 

Stock Marketers and Great Depression be 8 ins 

ERsails for London and leaver her aitt-tnontlt-oid baby 
in her mother’s care 

ER learns about Russian anti-Semitic pogroms from 
friend Naomi Bercovici 


PR’s first book, Paul Robeson , Negro, is published 
LR accompanies PR and Larry on a concert tour 
through Central and Eastern Europe. They visit 
Prague, Bucharest, Dresden, Dusseldorf, Cologne, 
Brno, Czernowitz, and Vienna 
ER and PR go to Territet, Switzerland, where ER co- 
stars, with PR and Hilda Dolittle, in the experimental 
silent film Borderline 

In a concert tour through Scotland, ER and PR meet 

with Nigerian and West Indian students 

PR has an affair with a British woman named Yolande 

Jackson, which threatens his marriage. ER and PR 

separate and contemplate divorce 

PR stars in Othello in London 

ER travels to South Carolina to write a novel on the 

women in her family called “The Three Eslandas” 


ER finishes writing her second play, “Black Progress” 
ER makes a brief return to the States, where she 
spends time with her old boyfriend, Dr. Grant Lucas 
ER has an illegal abortion in New York 
ER lands an interview with the legendary Indian 
spiritual and political leader Mohandas Gandh, 


tuallv 


ER and PR make plans to divorce (hut nvko at 
do). PR announces he „ill mam, Yoknde » 
ER spends several weeks in ft™ 

Touvalou Hondnou. She meet. ».* «“* 
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Guyanese writer and intellectual RcneM an , n 
Martial. Habib Benglia, and others ’ a % 

K R meets and befriends Ada Beatrice Q Uecn Vj 
Louise Virginia ( Bricktop) Smith, owner of a Ct " ri » 
legendary club in the Montmartre neighhorh 00l| , )f 

Paris 

ER spends an eventful day with Leonard and B ca , ri 
Barnes. Her interest in Africa is heightened 
ER writes the essay “I Believe in Divorce" 

PR and Yolande call off their wedding plans 
ER and PR reunite and settle into an open marital 

arrangement 

ER enrolls at London School of Economics to study 
anthropology with Bronislaw Malinowski. There, she 
meets Jomo Kenyatta 
Hitler comes to power in Germany 

ER is encouraged by novelist and anthropologist Zora 
Neale Hurston in her study of African cultures 
ER and PR travel to the Soviet Union because PR has 
agreed to make a film with Sergei Eisenstein. En route 
to Moscow, they pass through Nazi Germany and see 
signs of fascism 


PR and ER fly to Hollywood to him the movie version 
of Show Bout 


ER visits and exchanges letters with anthropologist 
Melville Herskovits 

PR and ER see her two brothers, who have recently 
relocated to the USSR, during their first visit there 
PR stars in the film Sunders of the River, which debuts 
in London and is a source of embarrassment to ER J! ^ 


PR because of its pro-colonial message 

Paui Robeson J r . (PRJ) and ER’s mother live together 

111 the L nircd States and Canada for more than a 


' ' ,IVl, des Ethiopia and begins a five-year 

occupation 


< md I Rj sail from England fora four-month 
ER L \ p 1FOU ^ S0ut hern and eastern Africa 

far ZJC " CaPet ° Wn ’ S ° Uth AfriCa ' 


J stay 
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' 93 » 

January 


21 


ER and PRJ arrive in Port Elisabeth and meet with an 
old friend from London, Rosebery Bolcwe, and a new 
friend. Max Yergan, who host them in South Africa 
ER visits the African reserve of Ntselemantzi, as well 
as Basutoland 

ER and PRJ stay with Dr. Alfred Bitini Xuma in 
Sohatown, South Africa 
ER attends the historic All-African National 
Convention, held in the town of Bloemfontein in the 
Orange Free State region ot South Africa 
ER and PRJ arrive in Mombassa, Kenya 

ER and PRJ travel to Kikuyu countryside, then eave 

Kenya and enter the Brittsh of 

ER and PRJ arrive in Kampala where th y 8 
-Vkiki Nvabongo, cousin to the King o ° 

™ “ k ' “ “'“ v i i “uSn C “*°PH p ™ 11 

EE ,nd PR 1“ „ „o.*, to P 

“conti i ,l yergan 
I3 °°” “ 

L°y al,St C g oV iet Unto" ■> tria b »« d 

travel to * St oli»’* P 1 "* 

Frank , P R are sO#* “ ° 

er and 
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1 


'939 

September 


October 


' 94 ° 

Summer 


1941 


'943 


September 


ER and PR meet Indian anti-colonial leaders 
Jawaharlal Nehru and bis sister V. L. Pandit wh„ 
become lifelong friends 

World War II reaches England 
PR finishes the final scene of his film Proud Valley j n 
London and the family sails for the United States aft cr 
eleven years in England 

PR, ER, and PRJ stay with their old friend Hattie 
Bolling for a few weeks while they resettle in New York 
City 

ER rents apartment for the family at 555 Edgecomb 
Avenue in Harlem 

ER writes her third novel, “Your Color Is Showing” 
(later renamed “Color”) 

ER travels to Central America and Mexico alone on a 
cargo ship 

ER travels to Mexico City to visit her old friend 
Fernando Castillo, whom she had met in Spain in 1938, 
and his family 

Robesons move into a large estate home known as 
“The Beeches” in Enfield, Connecticut 
ER visits the Southern United States, staying with 
old friend Ira Reid and his wife, Gladys. They travel 
together to Mississippi, Louisiana, and Alabama 
Japan attacks Pearl Harbor and the U.S. enters World 
War II 

PR' s under FBI surveillance for her outspoken 
political views 

PRJ is accepted at Cornell University to study 
engineering 

ER accepts an invitation from anti-racist Southern 
writer Lillian Smith to meet with an interracial g r0l, l 
of influential women at Smith’s home in Georgia 
ER enrolls in the Hartford Seminary Foundation to 
pursue her Ph.D. in anthropology. She is a candid 
for the degree but never completes it 
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i9*tf 

Ap ril 

KU decides to go to Chicago for PR’s forty-seventh 
birthday and the opening of Othello. Tensions surface 
again between ER and PR 

Mav ‘3 

ER attends founding conference of United Nations in 

San Francisco 

A«g uSt 

October 

ER s second b °ok. African Journey, is published 
l-.k is with PR when he receives the Spingarn Medal 
lor outstanding achievement from the NAACP 

W4.'-'^ 8 

ER begins to speak and lecture widely on Africa and 
race policies intheU.S. 

194 6 

March 

Lk travels to Washington, D.C., where she is honored 

May 22 

at the National Council on Negro Women as one of 
their twelve outstanding women of the year 

ER leaves for a month-long research trip to French 

Equatorial Africa and Belgian Congo 

The British intelligence agency MI5 follows ER 
in Congo, describing her anti-colonial views as 
“dangerous” 

ER travels to Brazzaville in French Congo, then takes a 
six-day trip along the mighty Congo River 

ER meets, befriends, and shares a spark of romance 
with French-Sudanese anticolonial leader, Gabriel 
d’Arboussier 

June 25-July 14 

ER travels to Ft. Sibut and Bangassou, as well as 

Bambari and Bangui in Central Africa 

August 8 

ER visits League of Nation’s mandated area of 
Ruanda-Urundi (later Rwanda and Burundi), then 

October 

travels to Tchad (Chad) 

PR i s summoned to testify before the anti-communist 
California State Tenney Committee while ER is still in 

November 

Africa 

After returning from the Congo, ER declares that 
“Africa is in revolution” in a speech in New York City 

'948 

ER attends a founding convention of the newly formed 
Progressive Party in Philadelphia, joins the perform 
committee, and travels to the country with Henry 

Wallace, as he campaigns for President 

CHr °Nology 
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June 26 

>949 

November 9 

1950 

*953 

Spring 

July 7 

‘954 

December 

>955 
April 4 

1956 

>957 
May 1 

1958 

April 

July 22 


KR begins a third play called “Uncle Iom’s Cabin” 

KR attends People’s Party State Convention (the Cp 
branch of the Progressive Party) and is nominated a$a 
candidate for Connecticut secretary of state 

PJR marries Marilyn Greenberg and the Robesons g el 
hate mail 

PR’s Paris Peace speech stirs controversy 
PR’s concert at Pcekskill, N.Y., attacked by mobs 
ER leaves the United States to attend the Women’s 
International Democratic Federation meeting in 
Moscow as a delegate of the Congress of American 
Women. She then travels to China for the Asian 
Women’s Federation meeting in Peking (Beijing) 

US. State Department revokes PR and FR’s passports 
ER and PR’s first grandchild, David, is born 


Essie’s mother dies after long illness and her second 
grandchild, Susan, is born 

ER testifies before Joseph McCarthy’s infamous Senate 
Permanent sub-committee on investigations of the 
Committee on Government Operations 


ER and PR on Executive Committee of the American 
Labor Party 


ER gives speech at American-Soviet Friendship 
Annual Meeting 

ER diagnosed with breast cancer and has a mastectomy 

Ghana obtains independence 

ER, PR, and PRJ go to Prayer Pilgrimage, major civil 

rights rally in Washington, D.C. 

ER’s and PR’s passports returned 

ER goes to I rinidad to cover the West Indies 

Federation’s first parliament. Sees Cheddi and Janet 

Jagan and delivers a scries of lectures 

ER meets Indira Gandhi on July 22,1958, in London 

0 O'! 
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ER visits Tashkent with PR and meets with Lily 
Ciolden about forming an African institute in Moscow 
F.R attends historic All-African Peoples’ Conference 
(A A PC A in Accra, Ghana, attended by Patrice 
Lumumba and other key African independence leaders 
PR and PR celebrate New Year’s Kve in Moscow along 
with YV. E. B. and Shirley Graham Du Bois 


] ul ie-August ER and PR in Czechoslovakia, Austria, and Romania 

io6t 

March 26 PR attempts suicide under mysterious circumstances in 

a Moscow hotel room. ER flies to Moscow to look afer 
PR. followed by PRJ 

PR and ER go to Barveekha Sanitorium in Russia for 
rest after their medical treatments 
ER speaks at “Africa Women’s Day” in London on 
behalf of All African Women's Freedom Movement 

1963 

July ER attends the Berlin show trial of alleged Nazi 

supporter Hans Globke (tried in absentia) 

August ER and PR become inpatients at the BUCH clinic in 

Berlin for nearly four months; F.R receives treatment 
for cancer 

ER is diagnosed with cervical and uterine cancer 
ER receives Clara Zetkin medal from German 
Democratic Republic Council of Ministers 
December ER and PR return to the United States after five years 

abroad 

1964 ER authors a dozen articles on Black Freedom 
Movement including “Long Hot Summer and 
“The Time Is Now” 

July ER speaks at Africa Unity House in London hosted by 

Afro-Asian-Caribbcan Organization 


>965 
Vil 22 


ttends Freedomways gala reception in honor of h 
. Americana 1 Intel. The program includes James 
*rin, Lena Horne, Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee 
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December 13 




ig-6 

January 23 


A lew days before her seventieth birthday, ££ ( j ; 
cancer in Beth Israel I lospitnl, New York City 


c s of 


Paul Robeson dies at age 77 
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ABBREVIATIONS TO the 


NOTES 


1V Paul and Eslanda Robeson Collection (PERC), located at the Moorland- 
Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, is an extensive collection of 
thousands of items related to the lives and careers of Kslanda and Paul Robeson 
troin 1922 until Paul’s death in 1976. The collection has been carefully orga¬ 
nized. but many items have been pulled from the files for various exhibitions 
related to the Pail Robeson centennial and some have landed in special boxes 
upon their return. The collection was also organized in stages and so there is 
some asymmetry to the collection. Unless otherwise specified, letters cited here 
can be found in the “Correspondence” files, where they have been arranged in 
alphabetical order in either the Paul Robeson or Eslanda Robeson section, ac¬ 
cording to who wrote or received that letter. Essays, novels, plays, and other 
writings bv Eslanda Robeson, published and unpublished, can be found in the 
Eslanda Robeson section of the collection, in series E, boxes 8-15. These boxes 
are labeled “Writings” and have been arranged in chronological order with un¬ 
dated items at the back of the files. If a document has been placed in a specific 
topical file, box and folder numbers have been provided here. In addition, all of 
the Robeson declassified FBI files can be located online at http://vault.fbi.gov/ 
Paul%2oRobeson%2C%2oSr. 

INTRODUCTION 

.. Eslanda Robeson, “My Mind Is Wandering,” n.d., in “Writings by Eslanda 
Robeson,” folder 1, box 9, PERC. 

2. Eslanda Robeson, “Airborne,” May 25,1946. in “V. ritings, PERC. 

3 - A number of secondary sources, including her New York Timer obituary, report 
her birth year as 1896. Census data report her year of birth both as 1895 on one 
census and 1896 on another. Her passports indicate 1896, as do her speaker s 
bios, which she crafted. Her official birth certificate obtained from the Wash¬ 
ington, D.C., Orfice of Vital Records indicates that 1895 was her year of birth. 
It is unclear why Eslanda would misrepresent her age or when the misrepre¬ 
sentation began'. It is possible that she was uncomfortable with the three-year 
*ge difference between herself and Paul and wanted to make hersel seem a bit 
younger. This is only speculation. See “Eslanda Goode Is Dead: Ariter and 
W * of Singer, 68,” New York Timer obituary, Dec. .4, .965. 43 - Eslanda Robe- 
T Was Widel y referred to as “Essie” by Wends, family. •» ‘ * 


l,TK >st alvv 


•■uciy reierreu to as -- - * . _ . 

ways"referred to herself this way. Therefore she will he referred to by 


na me in the text and notes of this book. 


m me text ana notes ui ^.-i 
4 - * lth °ugh the branches of the Cardozo family tree are a h.t tangle.L I - 

seems to be true: David Cardozo was the unde of n 

David had a, leas, two sons, Isaac and Jacob one of *" 

' Cd >r had a long-term ..non-law relationship with) a free BUdt 

,n Ch »Hes,„ n . South Carolina, named Lydia Williams, who was Ftanus 
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I C" IS t imto.’os mother. \iul < ardozo was Kssie’s m , 

V»uhv« I.. Kaufman, ('aniozo (Uambndtre \.i ‘ ,,ncrn »l g r an«|f at L 

K>oSV * Joe M. Richardson. "Francis L. ^yp ^ 

Rtvxxnsiruction.“^Mnw/oy‘;\V^t) Education 48, no .(Win! ,1,,Ca «o r dl > 

t »lm. Brock. '■ Hiomiis W. Cardozo: Fallible Black Re 
>T ml ““O' 4~. no. j (May 198,) : ,8,-w ° nslr, '«io n U 5 ’ a M 

v r ttuv oi \ nal Records. Washington. D.C., Deaths i n 

*"!«■' PERC: Eslanda Robeson -Chw»w in M Crans «ipt in “ Tra ' f 

PKR«'*mi.v 1 - u ‘ '- llJn gesinManuscnDt’ , in‘‘\x • lran ' 

and the letter tram Teachers Collet i nr i / ’ m Wr, tin ?s %, 

;W- in June , 9 , bn, bad ^SSSSSlt^* -tS 

r in ? anscripts ” pomt - 

— (Aug. I9 , ;): ;. 6: - US USSRT o r ?' ' Dark Co — Aft. W** 

mLnlr™"" 1 " ** -P^S°poHc!c^dt^ "jus- 

™en,s but her^ldeT g LTJol^^ lia “ d " f 
9 - E^s.e stated repeatedly that she teas not a comm, defined b >' her - 

ntnmst Party. There is no evidence that she ITT V mCmb " ° f the Lom - 
31 ° ne P°' nt *« ^ was not a commast But' h" **“ ™ C ° ndulfed 

communist organizations, visited and applauded Co * ma ' mained ties » P>°- 

felt were makmg str.des on the issues of™ ded COmmunis ' countries that she 
lationships with many longtime mcmh eqUal,t - v ’ and mai ™ined re- 

Patty. - °" me mern bers and leaders of the US. Communist 

>0. Eslanda Robeson did write ahnnt 1, 

American Argument, co-authored wiMi'p^i »" S ° Vie ' Union in ,he book 
eluding Eslanda Robeson, “Why r Am .T- “ ck ' and in sev eral articles, in- 

V ‘™ < Au S- > 95 ?) and her eulogy for So Ta * ** USSR ” N ™ ****- 

Death," Mar. 3,, ,953, m S,alin > “°" Stali "’ s 

new Of a, least some of the violence and C **“ Roheson ^ notes thaI she 
Soviet Union in the ,0,0s nnd „ re P ress,on that was going on in the 

e ‘ther personal reasons (her hiY?tl 94 ° S ‘ ^ ^ nor tocus 0,1 thosc issues tor 

t .° Ught il w ould hurt rather rk 1,vin g there) or pragmatic reasons (she 

vineed herself that the n ro hl P he P the lar S er cause )- She may have con- 
“■ *** Robeson, «»«*«»■ 

Writings* p ERc atu ^ Fisk University Students,” Sept. .943* ,n 

,2 ‘ tssie id entified with P, Vf . 

d,d - Shewasan internatiol| nta u iS,n in thc same way that W. E. B. Du Bob 
preclude Afro-Asian unit vaT ' *“• 3nd her calls for African unity did not 

3 ’ R ° beS0n ’ Changes," 38 ‘ political solidarity. 


NOTES TO PAGES 3- 


CHAPTER 1. GROWING UP ALONG THE COLOR LINE, 1895-1918 

,; s | ;in d;i Robeson to P. L. Pmtis,Oct. 27,1961, PLPP. 

!' pear! S. Ruck and l-.slanda Robeson, Avar,aw Argument (New York: John Day, 


Vc> 
. 949 )- 9 - 
Ibid., 7 - 


4 - 


William Grant, od., I be (.radnates, M (features alumni bios) in Evanston Vil- 


l<n>c High School (S. p. ; S. I). (diilds and Company, 1907), ETL, 60. 

. John Cardozo Goode, US. Army Registration Card; Francis Cardozo Goode, 

V • _^’.11 1 . „ 


US. Army Registration Card, both in Office of Vital Records, Washington, 
D.C All noted ()lfice of Vital Records documents are available online at www 
.ancestry.com (last accessed May 12, 2012). 

6 . Office of Vital Records, Washington, D.C., Deaths and Burial Records, indi¬ 
cates that John J. Goode died in 1901. Essie Robeson was horn on December 15, 
1895, so she was live not four, having turned five in December 1900. He died 
Jan. 1901. In several written accounts Eslanda Robeson states she was four when 
her father died, and Paul Robeson’s biographies echo this slight miscalculation. 

7. Paul Robeson Jr., telephone interview with the author, Aug. 16, 2010. 

8. Eslanda Robeson, “Changes in Manuscript,” in “Writings by Eslanda Robe¬ 
son,” 39, PERC. 

9. Buck and Robeson, American Argument, 8; Robeson, “Changes," 23. 

10. Ibid., 40. 

11. There is some dispute about whether it was Jacob or Isaac who married Lydia 
Williams. In Essie Robeson’s account it is the brother, Jacob. Benjamin Car- 
dozo's biographer A. L. Kaufman suggests it was actually Isaac, a “weigher” and 
vice president of the Reformed Society of Israelites, who lived with Lvdia. See 
Andrew L. Kaufman, Cardozo (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1998), 7; Robeson, “Changes," 14. Kaufman’s documentation is more persuasive. 

12. Robeson. “Changes,” 14. I note that much of this family history is Essie's 
second- or third-hand account, and much of it is not wholly verifiable. But I 
am as interested in how the stories are told and remembered in the family as 1 
am in their precise accuracy, since all of them played out well before my subject 
was born. Note that “Changes” was originally intended to be a part of Essie’s 
book on Paul -Paul Robeson , Negro-but either she or the editor decided to cut 
it, and it was never published in its entirety. 

‘ 3 - Robeson, “We Go to Spain,” 1937, in “Writings,” PERC. 

■ 4 . US. Bureau of the Census, United Stales Federal Population Census Schedule 
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, .880), available online at 

"nvw.archives.gov (last accessed May 12,2012). 

' 5 'JoeM. Richardson, “Francis L. Cardozo: Black Educator during Reconstruc- 

tion "Journal of Negro Education 48, no. 1 (VY inter 19,9)- 83. 

,6 Euline W. Brock, “Thomas W. Cardozo: Fallible Black Reconstructs 
Journal of Southern History 47 (May -9«‘>: .83- Brock contrasts hrancs 
w,lh his less accomplished and more controversial brother, bonus. 

' 7 - Rot 1 


1 *° beson *n “Writings” folder i, box 9, 14, ^ RC - f , n r Pub- 

* -in Knoll, “TheTruth about Desegregation in .he Washmgton D.C _ 

llc Schools,’ ■'Journal of Negro Education 28, no. * (Spring «959>= 9»-»* Rl ‘ hJrd 
Son - “Francis L. Cardozo,” 83; and Robeson, “Changes, 1 • 
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.. , „ 4°- 

<• l ' :sh,ml: ' K " l,cson - Jl,ne 3". >9 4!J , in . f 

iC. 

rcsponot;iivw» - •• r ' r ' 

j. The Bureau of the 


A >r 


, 9> Robeson, 

20. Ibid* 

21. buck— 

2 2. Eslamla ( ’°°f C ) j ;| ^! 

rcS |«ndencc,” Bh Was | lin(;ton D.C., >RHo, microfilm, roll 

I he Ibiu.ui goI> ccnsus record group 29, available online ’ ^ 

SSJti *** d M 7 ,i - 2 ;; ,2) - In 'h ,n 7f ri p* i£ 

names her maternal grandmother as . omcna I Wl It appears her fu ||, 
name was Catharine Romena HowellAlso see W . 11 ,am j S-mmons, Men 
M/ „±: Eminent, Progressive and Rising (Cleveland: Rewell, .887), 43 „, 

24. Robeson, “Changes,” 15. 

25 . Ibid., .4. For more Cardozo family history, sec William C. I line, “Black Poli¬ 
ticians in Reconstruction Charleston, South Carolina: A Collective Study.” 
Journal of Southern History 49, no. 4 (Nov. 1983): 555-584; Richardson, “.-rands 
L. Cardozo” 73-78; and Knoll, “The Truth about Desegregation,” 92-113. 

26. Richardson, “Francis L. Cardozo,” 78, 80. 

27. Office of Vital Records, Washington, D.C., Marriages, 1820-1921, vol. :8, 83. 

28. The Bureau of the Census, U.S. Federal Census Population Schedule, 1900, 
Washington, D.C., roll T623 _i6o, enumeration district 52, 4B, available online 
at ww\v.archives.gov (last accessed May 12, 2012). 

29. Paul Robeson Jr., The Undiscovered Paul Robeson: An Artist's Journey, 1898-1939 
(New York: John Wiley & Sons, 2001), 48,50, regarding Eslanda Goodes color 
bias. According to Essie, however, her mother did not harbor any bias based on 
color; see Robeson, “Changes,” 19. 

30. Eslanda Robeson, “I Am an American,” in “Writings,” series E, box 9, folder 3, 
2, PERC. 

31. Some records indicate that John Goode was born in Ohio (“The Graduates”) 
Whi.e others indicate he was born in Cook County, Illinois. It is such a common 
name and the spelhng alternates between Good and Goode, so it is difficult to 
say lor certain which record is accurate. We do know that John Goode grew up 

can?NV S ° 7 " 0rlhern Suburb ’ Evanstwl . which had a small but'signifi- 
is listed as°aB° PU 7 °" m ^ l8oos and earl y I 9 00s - In 1870 John Goode 
to the ,8Kn 7 C ' S 7 " iving ln Chica g° with his mother, Susan. According 

boarder in Evanston IlhW ^ ° ld ^ * S 3 * udcnt 

his birth year as 1862 S ■ ^ ^ ^ plaCe ° f birth aS Chicag ° and 

tion no. 218 sheet 4 Tk S ’ CGnSUSy Evanston > HI., district 1, enumera- 
ycarof birth as ,868T ^ I9 °° CenSUS ’ b >' contrast > lists J ohn J- A * Goode ’ S 
as Chicago. See U S , ^ ^ ^ l88 ° census >’ and his P lace of birth 

^eet 4 , available *’ Chicag °’ 111 , enumeration no. 52. 

32. Records of the Offi cq ^ l . WWw ' arc hi ves. gov (last accessed May 12, 2012). 
Employees of the W ar n “ Secretar y of War, RG 107: “Register of Civilian 
Archives, available onli epartment in Washington, D.C.,” entry 281, National 

33 - Barbara P. Josiah, “p rovi !, at WWw - a rchives.gov (last accessed May 12, 2012). 
Depositors of Washi,'" 8 ^ tbe Future: The World of the African Amen-; 
Journal of African AmerinTtT °' Cs Weedmen’s Savings Bank, 1863-1874. 

Hmor y * 9 . no. , (Winter 2004): t-,6; James Bor- 
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r 


rcrio 

Orig ,n: 

nu’i 


Alley W »> MMng'on: Family, Co mmU nny, R, %ra . w . 

‘ tV/V. (Ur ’ ima , : , Un,ver S'ty of Illinois Press, , 9 8o) " 

;, W o--«'o (N«» Yo.k Gri.nd, ,993), 75-186; US. Department of the In- 
* US- Cc " SUS Uopuhrt.on, D,strict of Columbia - Race and Misname 

*»= 1800 “ f 1 www - cens us.gov/population/www/docu 

.ntat> on / tvv P so ° 56 ''tat> 2 3-pdt (last accessed May 14, 20 | 2 ). 
gslands Robeson diary, Aug. 2, 1925, PERC. 

Ro beson, “Changes,” 39. 

i U'U- J0 - 

Ibid. 

|j uC k and Robeson, American Argument, 14. 
j‘ 9 . Robeson, “Changes," 20. 

4 0. Ibid., 21. 

4 1. Buck and Robeson, American Argument, 39. 

4 2. Ibid., ix. Essie’s protest probably occurred at the Liggett’s Store on Broadway 
and 34th Street. See “The Man behind the Idea That Brought Liggett’s to New 
York,” New York Times , Oct. 6,1912, 5. 

Buck and Robeson, American Argument , 10. Although in 1949 Essie recalled 
that she was fourteen years old when the Harlem riot took place, the events she 
so vividly described more accurately resemble the 1907 uprising in response 
to police harassment than the 1910 racial violence in New York that followed 
the prize fight between Black boxer Jack Johnson and a white opponent, James 
Jeffries. Therefore, Essie was more likely eleven years old, not fourteen. She 
was remembering the events thirty-eight years after the fact. See “Arrest Leads 
to Great Race Riot,” Chicago Daily Tribune, July 8, >907, 1. 

44. Robeson, “Changes," 23, 39; and “Relative of Robeson Back Here in School,” 

Amsterdam News, Mar. 6,1937. 

45. Robeson, “Changes,” 45. 

46. Ibid., 20-21. 

47. Ibid., 21. 

48. “Relative of Robeson Back Here in School." . 

49 - “Eslanda Goode,” under heading "Persons Nominated for Scholamhjps rn the 
Household Science Department," Universtty of IH.no* Annual Report of* 
Illinois Farmer's Institute, , 9 t 2 - m (Springfield: Illmo.s State Pnnters, .9.,), 

5 °- PhiHpT. K. Daniel, “A History of Discrimination against Black Smdent^n 
Chicago Secondary Schools," History of Education Quarterly 20, no. 2 (Summer 

, Vindicate that Essie attended Both Ucy Flower High School* £ 

http://vault.fbi.gov/Paul Robeson, Sr. (last 

cessed May 14,2012); Robeson, “Changes, 2I ' 22 ' Department ol 

52 ‘ •eresa Armitage, Our Songs (Sacramento: . a \° , / Boston: C.C. Birchard, 
Education, ,942); Teresa Armitage Let p itcher , Music Every- 

*^ 49 ); Teresa Armitage, Peter W. Dykema, . c.C. Birchard, i 945 >- 

vhere: Teacher's Manual , Hook of Accompaniments ( 
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Robeson, “Changes.” 2, ~ 2J ’ S*Sl- 
f4 . Yet another publication lists Lucy Flower High School as h 


(ihicago Public Schools records for that school do not list E' aln,a n,a 'er 

YVc can infer that Essie transferred to Urbana High School ,s a - •’ "" 

i- . i_i_i t„. c hi:.. • ‘ 1 an d 




. . , . '-'V-UUQI jj 

there as indicated on her University of Illinois transcript 
55 . The precise details of Essie Robeson’s early academic Car(: 

fuzzy. Her London School of Economics student records T** remain a \ 
she attended both Lucy Flower and Urbana High School ln<iic ate 
notoriously unreliable for empirical data, indicated the same T , whi ch ^ 

Crrin .. .1 ^ 1 n P „.._ 


announcement of the test that Essie took for the Illinois schr I ° neWs Pap tr 
address as 406 E. Clark Street, Champaign, Illinois. See «c gives 
Scholarships,” Urbana Daily Courier, June 1,1912,1. ° Urteen Try , 0 . 

56. Eslanda Robeson, draft of Paul Robeson, Negro, 22; and “Fourte T 

name is misspelled in the newspaper article, but all other infor. ^ Essie ’ s 
account she provides in her manuscript draft, “Changes.” Tmh0n fi ts th e 

j 7 . University of Illinois yearbook, 19.2, vol, 18, Library of Health 9 ■ 
Chicago, Special Collections, UIC. h Scie nces- 

58. Eslanda C. Goode, University of Illinois transcript, Sept. 24, in F . , 
Robeson personal papers, box 2, MSRC. * } 3 ’ t ,anda 

59 - Eslanda C. Goode, Face Pack, US. Patent No. 649, 7U fii ed h _, . 

60. Mrs. Goode Resigns,” Chicago Defender, Oct. 26.1918,4’. * ' 923 ' 

61. Jeffrey Babcock Perry, Hubert Harrison: The Voice of Harlem A 1 v 

63. Robeson, “Changes,” 22. 

64 ‘ iSS, ' ed Sept - IJ ' W Columbia Untver- 

“Transcripts, PERC “ ^ ^ , folder 

CHAPTER 2. A HARLEM LOVE STORY, 1919-1927 

1 sor.^PERC 3 *”' 1 ’ ” ChangeS in Manuscri P t ” in “Writings by Eslanda Robe- 

2 . Ibid., 40. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ibid. 

5 fromlhTnthev"^"T °' h ° W EsS ‘ e and Paul actually “met,” as distinct 
landa Robeson 4 ™ better ac 1 uainte(l ” Although in Pearl S. Buck and Es- 

(New York: - i<,hn r 

met" in 1919 and became cW* 
Paul was a patient 'VnT' AliU lln Du berman marks their meeting as the tune 
they were int rod '! , Umbia Pres byterian Hospital, where Essie worked. an- 
described to Dubr^ * ,Cmy Murr;1 y. n young surgeon. This scenario"^ 
have been some c< ' T? Mun a >' Sonie sev enty years later. Tliere may certain > 

firs, actual meeZ T stay, but 1 find Essie's version otj 

Hubcrman, Paul Rob ^ PersUas,vc ’ cvcn though her recollections also'*** 1 

6 - 1 doyd 1Biown\ tWn ' 37 ’ l5llck 11,1,1 Robeson, American Arfftment, 'A- , 
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,1 Robeson." in M Robeson: Artist „,«! Citizen (New Brunswick N 1 ■ R 
University Press, .yyS). ft,. Sec also Lloyd I. Brown 77, y ' „ J “ Rut ’ 
" 0 " Journey Now" (New York: Wes,view, „ W7) \ ' °""S / "" //w "- 
v „,,,n I bibcmi.m. in Paul Robeson: A Biography (New York: Knopf lgM> , 
Ylfll.a Davenport, a costume designer in New York City ^ ’ 

lbu !" ^.:r ent WM baSed °" hiS ..- ^ Robe- 

sons acquaint.intcs. 

Robeson, “Changes, 23-25, 38, 40. 

T1 , description of Paul and Essie's early relationship is drawn from Essie's 

autobiographical manuscript, “Changes.” 

Ibid., 24-25. 

Buck and Robeson, American Argument, 59. 

Paul Robeson Jr., The Undiscovered Paul Robeson: An Ar'ist's Journey, ,8 9 8-, 9 jo 
,New York: John V\ .ley & Sons, 200,), jo. Also see Kuwana Haulsey, Angel of 
Harlem (New York: One World/Ballantine, 2006). Haulsey's book is a care- 
lully researched novel based on May Chinn’s life. For biographical informa¬ 
tion on Chinn, see George Davis, “A Healing Hand in Harlem," The New York 
Times, Apr. 22, 1979; VY ini Warren, Black Women Scientists in the United States 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999); and the May Chinn interview 
by Ellen Craft Damraon in the Black Women’s Oral History Collection, Rad- 
cliffe College, Schlesinger Library, Cambridge, Mass. In Undiscovered, 1898- 
1959. Paul Robeson Jr. gives an account of Essie’s abortion and the advice of her 
physician “that she should never have a child.” He also adds that Paul was angry 
Essie had kept the news from him and that Essie had done so, in part, because 
she was “determined to not make Paul feci obligated to her,” 50-51. 

Robeson, “Changes,” 25. 

Robeson, “Changes,” 26. There are competing interpretations of Paul and 
Essie’s early relationship and their decision to marry. Precisely when and how 
they met seems less relevant than the terms of their early relationship. But I 
differ with Martin Duberman’s suggestion that a “shrewd" and manipulative 
Essie “noisily connivc[d]” to “snare" Paul into matrimony (Duberman, Paul 
Robeson , 38-40). Essie was certainly an assertive woman unafraid to claim her 
feelings and desires and determined to pursue her goals, including her amor¬ 
ous ones. She admitted to taking the initiative in the relationship with Paul (see 
buck and Robeson, American Argument , 23). She was not, however, a woman 
desperate to find a husband. She had been raised to be independent, and she 
had other suitors, and therefore other romantic options. She loved Paul and 
despite some ambivalence and hesitation, he apparently loved her too. The 
gushing love letters that Paul wrote to Essie in 1922, less than a year after their 
marriage, are evidence that her feelings toward him were reciprocated. These 
le ««s, which I believe reflect Paul’s true emotions at the time, belie the notion 
,,f a -nan tricked, trapped, or railroaded into wedlock. At age twenty-three Paul 
'"i&ht have been ambivalent about marriage, hut by the time he proposed, he 
S(r: med (juite certain about Essie. 

Robeson Jr„ Undiscovered, 1898-19)9 > S'- 
"’id., 50. 

Ibid. 
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Robert E. Washington, The Ideologies of Afriam American Literature: From the 

Harlem Rena,stance to the Black Nationalist Revolt (Lanham, Md, Rowman and 

Littlefield, 2001). 

47 . Robeson diary, Oct. 17,1924. 
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5 2 - Paul’s letters reflect a strong physical attraction and close emotional bond with 
Essie in 1922 as they bagan their life together. Paul Robeson to Eslanda Robe¬ 
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53 * Paul Robeson to Eslanda Robeson, 1925 (n.d.), in “Family Correspondence,” 
PERC. 
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(-oiirier, June 14,1924,13. 
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CHAPTER 3. ONTO THE WORLD STAGE, 1920s 
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14. Robeson diary, Oct. 15,1925. 
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8. Sec Robeson diary entries for Aug. 30 and Aug. 31, 1925, as well as May 1928 
(day not known; Essie’s lengthy reflections on Clare Delaney upon her re¬ 
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child With whom Ma Goode had the most contact was Paul j • 

,6 ' 'hml Robeson Jr., interview with author, Nov. 4 , 2005. 

'T- Robeson diary, Jan. 17,1930- , , in f ect ion in her foot or leg 
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during the trip, which slowed her down a bit 

hounded quickly. 


Notes 


305 


TO PAGES 59-63 


,, ••(.lose- up ■" MacPherson’s Border/i 

' V C J K) "|.. 20,0. l) "' CC "' d l ‘- V Kcnnctl > M ^l>h crs(1I1 ";^«k„ 

SiviizcrlamL /inline, 2007. * ' 

■ * 5 . n0 - 3 (St T’- *°° 8 > ! 594 - 19 *. (r *S. 

2I Robeson to Van Vcchten and Manned', Aug. 3, .930, CVVP. 

Robeson diary. Mar. 20-29. ' 93 «>- 

2 , Hilda Doolittle (I I. D.), who was openly bisexual and had man ,, 

rumored to have a crush on Paul (which was not acted on). Sec Susan s ^ ** 
Friedman, ed„ Analyzing Freud: Letters of I I.O. and Bryherand Their (;, n ^' xi 
York: New Directions Press, 2002), 131. <e( ^* 

24. Ibid., 131 n.18. 

25. Robeson diary, Mar. 9,1930. 

26. Ibid. 

27. In January of 1925 Essie confided to her diary that Paul had flirted openly with 
a woman at a party. In July of that year he met a woman who would beco 

a longtime friend of the family, Freda Diamond, who also, Paul Robeson J r 
and Martin Duberman both assert, was a long-term intimate partner of Paul’ 
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Spanish Civil War, 126-31; speech 
bv, at World Congress of Parti¬ 
sans of Peace in Paris, 189-92, 197; 
suicide attempt by, 252-53,340/757; 
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ol, 196-97, 203; mental breakdown 
of, 253; on Nehru, 335//50; and 
Othello Associates, 238; and Pan¬ 
dit sisters, 219; personality of, 102; 
and PR’s depression and suicide 
attempt, 253-55, 26 9' 2 74- 34 ow 575 
and PR’s desire to return perma¬ 
nently to U.S. from England, 250; 
on PR's marital infidelities, 79, 
3067/27; PR’s relationship with, 78, 
79 - racism and discrimination 
in childhood of, 99-100,120-21, 

135; return of, to New York City 
,n > 939 * > 35 ; Soviet Union, 124, 
> 33 - 2 53 ; on Soviet Union’s purges, 
,2 3 ' > 33 - 294//10,3217/46; typewriter 


368 


INDEX 



for. 173; during World War 11 in 
England, 134 
Robeson. Susan. 250 
Robinson. Jackie, 183 
Robinson, Michael E., 332M87 
Rockmore, Hess, 168 
Rockmore, Clara, 160 
Rockmore, Robert (Hobby or Hob), 

i. 57 ' * 59 ' > 73 ' > 77 * 2 54 > 3 IOWIQ1 
Rogers, J. A., 77 
Romania, 198 
Rom illy, Rita, 47, 79 
Roosevelt, Eleanor, 195 
Roosevelt, Franklin 1 )., 145,149,179, 
184 

Roseamie , 39 

Rosenberg, Julius and Ethel, 223 
Rosscl, Agda, 211-12 
Ruanda-Urundi, 171 
Rumbough, Constance, 143 
Russell, Gray, 162 
Russia, 61, 62. See also Soviet Union 
Rust in, Bayard, 54-55 
Rutgers University, 29, 300//37 
Rwanda, 171 

St. John Irvine, Nell, 66-67 
Salemme, Antonio, 48 
Sunders of the River ; 97-98, 259 
Sands, Diana, 273 
Savage, Augusta, 36 
Schapera, Isaac, 104, 315//XI 
Schine, G. David, 224 
Schmeling, Max, 104 
Schomburg, Arturo, 53 
Schomburg Center for Research in 
Black Culture, 8 
Scotland, 64 
Scott, Emmet, 60 
Scott, Lavinia, 150 
Scotti, Richard and Edith, 150 
Seeger, Pete, 273 

Segregation. See Apartheid; Racism 
and discrimination 
Senegal, 103,169 
Senghor, Leopold, 73 
Scton, Marie, 92, 93 


Sexism. See Feminism 
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for, 151-52; independence for, 257- 
58; Johannesburg in, no, 149. 150; 
Langa reserve in, 105-6; miners’ 


INDEX 


369 



South Africa (continued) 

strike in. 149. 151; mining in, 1 to¬ 
il, 121,149.151; mixed-race people 
in, 106; New Brighton reserve in, 
108-9; Ntselamanzi reserve in, 109; 
Port Elizabeth in, 107-8; poverty 
in. 105, 108. 109, iio-ii, 150; racism 
and discrimination in, 75, 105-11, 
149-52, 237; resistance to racism in, 
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in, 93, 94, 95 " 9 6 ’ I2 3 ’ ' 3 1 * * 33 * 2 4 ! » 
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Yergan in, 108. See also Cold War; 
Russia 

Spain: civil war in, 2,125-31; ER and 
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unconventional open marriage that endured 
for more than forty years—all are brought to 
light in the pages of this inspiring biography. 
Essie's indomitable personality shines through, 
as do her contributions to United States and 
twentieth-century world history. 
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